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ABSTRACT
DEVELOPING THE WRITING SKILLS OF SECOND LANGUAGE STUDENTS
THROUGH THE ACTIVITY OF WRITING TO A REAL READER

FEBRURAY 2001
SUHONG CHANG, B.A., TEACHER’S UNIVERSITY SHAANXI CHINA
M.Ed., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTES AMHERST
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor George Forman

The purpose of this study was to show that ESL students without native-like
control of English could be encouraged to write to a real reader by being engaged in pen
pal writing activity. Additionally, this study was to determine the effects of the activity
of writing to a real reader on the writing skills of ESL students. It was the goal to
increase the sensitivity of ESL teachers to realize that their beliefs, role of others,
encouragement and positive responses to ESL students’ writing affected ESL students’
writing development. Also, the importance of creating a social context where ESL
students could use writing to communicate and have opportunities to explore uses of print
and the complexity of natural communication was discussed.
The literature search was centered on two major sections. The first section was
the studies of the development of second language writing approaches that established the
groundwork for studying ESL writing. The second was about the studies of the
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perspectives on ESL writing. The review focused on three perspectives from which ESL
writing had been examined
The study was conducted with fourteen ESL students in an elementary school, age
six to twelve. Each of them wrote eight letters in total to their pen pals in a six-month
period and received responses for each letter they wrote. A pre-test and a post-test were
given to the participants for assessing their development of ESL writing ability (quality of
writing and mechanic of writing), the tests were scored by the ESL teachers with the
holistic scoring method. To determine the effect of activity of writing to a real reader, the
interviews and questionnaires were designed to get information and opinions from the
ESL students, pen pals and ESL teachers about this letter-writing activity.
Analysis of the data revealed significant differences between the results of the
pre-test and post-test. The scores showed that ESL students did much better in quality of
writing and mechanic of writing. The data also showed ESL students’ improvement in the
other areas, which greatly supported the belief that second language learning processes in
reading, writing, speaking and listening are developed simultaneously. The results
indicated that when ESL students wrote to a real reader with encouragement, their
willingness to write was enhanced and their ESL writing abilities improved.
ESL students indicated their preference of writing to a real reader and
demonstrated their enjoyment of this writing experience during the entire course of this
study. This study validates the idea that the students’ writing skills develop best when
they interact with others and learn from their environment.

vm

TABLE OF CONTENTS
Page
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS..
ABSTRACT.vii
LIST OF TABLES.xii
LIST OF FIGURES.xiii
CHAPTER
I.

INTRODUCTION.1
Statement of the Problem.1
Statement of the Purpose.3
Limitations.5
Rationale and Significance.6

II.

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE.9
Development of Second Language Writing Approaches.9
Controlled-to-Free Approach.11
Current-Traditional Rhetoric Approach.12
Process Approach.13
The Interactive Approach.14
Social Constructionist View.15
Conclusion.
16
Perspectives on Children's Second Language Writing.17
The Cognitive Perspective on ESL Wrting.
20
The Social Perspective on ESL Writing.27
The Cultural Perspective on ESL Writing.35
Summary...39

III.

DESIGN AND PROCEDURES.43
Design.43
Assumptions.
45
Subjects.46

ix

The ESL Program...
Pen-Pal Selection.....
Procedures.....

46
52
53

Pre-Test and Post-Test.
v' Holistic Scoring Method...
✓ Holistic Scoring Scale..
IV.

55
55
57

DATA ANALYSIS........

60

Introduction......60
Results.
61
Statistical Analysis............64
Letter Writing.........64
Quality of Writing........64
Mechanic of Writing.
65
Research Questions Analysis.....66
Research Question 1.
66
Student Questionnaire.
66
Teacher Questionnaire.69
Pen-pal Questionnaire.
71
Research Question 2.
73
Grade Analysis in Second Language Learning.... 74
V.

SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS.

76

Summary.....
Discussion..........
Comments...
Recommendations for Further Research.
Implications for ESL Teaching..

76
79
84
88

90

APPENDICES
A.
B.
C.
D.

QUESTIONS PARENTS AND TEACHERS ASK ABOUT CHILDREN WHO
ARE LEARNING ENGLISH AS A SECOND LANGUAGE.. 97
SUGGESTED MATERIALS FOR CLASSROOM TEACHERS...
100
LETTER TO PARENTS AND PERMISSION FORM.102
ESL STUDENTS’ NAME LIST AND INFORMATION...105

E.
F.

THE SCORING CRITERIA.
106
AN ANNLYTIC SCALE FOR ESL STUDENTS’ LETTER WRITING.108

G.

WRITING INTERVIEW GUIDES.

H.

QUESTIONNAIRES....i.112

x

109

I.
J.

STATISTICAL TABLES.116
ESL STUDENTS' LETTER WRITING SAMPLES.118

BIBLIOGRAPHY.125

XI

LIST OF TABLES

Table

Page

1.

Letter Writing Table for Student-t (Total Score).63

2.

Summary of Score Results for Student-Test.63

3.

Improvement in Areas of Second Language Learning.75

4.

Connections Between Writing Motivation and Social Interaction.93

A

Xll

LIST OF FIGURES

Figure

Page

1.

Comparison of T-Values.65

2.

Percentage of Responses to Student Questionnaire..68

3.

Percentage of Responses to Teacher Questionnaire.70

4.

Percentage of Responses to Pen-pal Questionnaire..72

xm

CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Statement of the Problem
Elementary and secondary schools play an important role in efforts to help
children develop as fluent and competent language users. In today’s industrialized
society and in a nation with linguistic and cultural diversity such as the United States, this
requires all children to be competent not only in oral language skills but also in writing
language skills. The ability to write is universally recognized as one of the components
of literacy, so writing has traditionally been assigned a high priority in elementary
schools. One must learn to read and write in order to be literate.
Because the minority population in the United States has grown quickly in recent
years, the number of non-native English-speaking children in the public schools has
greatly increased. There are about 2.3 million students currently in schools identified as
having “limited English proficiency” (United States Department of Education, 1992). It
is predicted that the population of newcomers and linguistically different youth will
continue to increase faster than the majority population. Lacking the semantic and
syntactic knowledge of native English-speaking children, many of the ESL children are at
a considerable disadvantage. For example, some ESL children are at risk of being
referred to special education classes or of being placed in less academically challenging
situations (Collins, 1987; Labov, 1982; Smitherman, 1981).
The growing number of ESL children and their language problems present new
challenges to school administrators and teachers. The increasing presence of ESL
learners in public schools also helps the educators to recognize the broader educational
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purpose of school: ESL learners are in public schools for the same reasons as native
English-speaking children. They need equality of educational opportunities. Since the
ESL students are presumed to be literate, and since the written language skills are
necessary in order to function in content-area classrooms, they need to improve their
reading and writing skills. One distinct advantage of the writing for ESL students is that
writing encourages the expansion of second language learning and helps to convey other
information. However, many ESL students do not obtain basic writing skills in English,
they have difficulty in meeting with academic success in schools. How can the
educational achievement of these ESL children in reading and writing keep pace with that
of native English-speaking children?
There are serious long-term consequences for this population of ESL children.
Because language is so critically important to academic success, effective programs and
social context must be used to help non-native English-peaking students acquire
appropriate language skills. Of concern to this study is the importance of writing
proficiency, the literature review will be limited to this aspect of language development in
non-native English-speaking school aged children.
Educators’ concerns about children’s second language literacy learning have
increased in recent years and research on literacy development has been carried out in
second language settings. Children at any level of schooling and language proficiency
can and should write, and second language learners are no exception (Hadaway, 1992).
“Child ESL learners, early in their development of English, can write English and can do
so for various purposes” (Hudelson, 1984, p.221). Although the research findings on
second language writing have contributed a great deal to ESL teaching and learning, the
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research has focused mostly on the psychological and linguistic aspects of the issue. Far
less attention has been given to the social perspective on ESL writing. Social interaction,
which plays an important part in the process of writing, has not been encouraged and
explored.
The focus of this study has not been considered on initial research efforts into the
writing development of second language students. The study attempts to look at this
aspect of ESL students’ learning, specifically social perspective on children’s second
language writing and the importance of social interaction in the development of writing
skills in a second language.

Statement of the Purpose
The purpose of this study was to explore whether ESL students could develop
their writing ability through the activity of writing to a real reader whom they did not
know. The exploratory study, especially, focused on the use of meaningful writing
activity involving social interaction with a real reader to determine if social interaction
played an important role in ESL students’ letter writing and to evaluate how it affected
ESL students’ writing development. The conceptualization is based on the theories of
Vygotsky (1978) that children learn language in a social context. He emphasized the
social nature of language and learning and the interaction between the child and language
in the environment, pointing out the crucial role of more competent peers and adults in
children’s language development.
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The following questions guides the study:
1. Can ESL students without native-like control of English be encouraged to write to a
real reader?
2.

If so, does the activity of writing to a real reader improve ESL students’ writing
abilities?
To answer the research questions, a study was designed and conducted through

case studies of fourteen ESL students in elementary school, age six to twelve. The study
looked not only on whether ESL students developed their writing skills through letter
writing activity, but also on the potential effects of this exchange on the writing skills of
the developing ESL students. The assessment was conducted through pre-test and post¬
test of letter writing, and including interviews, questionnaires, and analysis of students’
letters.
The study will contribute a new context from which to understand writing
development in the field of second language writing, and add to the most recent data
already available in the research of ESL writing. Methods were examined that the ESL
program can use to motivate ESL students to write no matter what their level of schooling
and language proficiency. It is hoped that ESL teachers will be encouraged to examine
the students’ writing from social perspective, and that the research results will lead to a
better understanding of the creative, problem-solving nature of the ESL writing process.
These include the social and cultural contexts in which children develop as writers.
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Limitations
The number of subjects, age and the writing ability of ESL students clearly
limited this research study. The fourteen ESL students identified for this study have
limited English proficiency. They are provided with English as a second language
instruction determined by the level of English proficiency for each learner. They will exit
from the ESL program when they are proficient in English. It is this group of students
who should be provided more meaningful writing in order to improve their writing
ability.
The subjects came from one ESL program in an elementary school in
Massachusetts. Because the number of subjects is small, the results of the study can not
be generalized beyond the sample population.
The time span of the study is another limitation. It began in January 1999 and ran
through the end of the school year, June 1999. The study assessment of the ESL
students’ writing skills was limited to this duration of the letter writing activity. Since the
study was planned to stop at the end of the year, the letters and other writings after the
completion of the study were not evaluated. To be comprehensive, measuring changes in
ESL students’ writing development in both quality of writing and mechanics required a
longitudinal study.
The study was designed to explore the writing development of students in ESL
program, so the letter writing activity may have different results with children who have
exited from ESL programs or who are native English speakers. The goal of this
exploratory study was to show what happened to ESL students when they participated in
the letter writing activity and wrote to real people and to determine if this exchange of
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writing helped ESL students develop their writing skills and meet with great academic
success in school.

Rationale and Significance
In today’s society, the ability to write is highly valued, because one’s competence
in writing is related to one’s career opportunities and economic success. The basic
function of education is to prepare all the students for work in a changing society.
Training them to be competent readers and writers is an important component for their
future career development.
It seems to us that the development of good writing skills is one of the most
important ways to assure that all children acquire the basic literacy skills. For any
student during the school year, writing is one way to demonstrate academic achievement
or knowledge. This is especially true for school children, because through writing,
teachers can assess their academic understanding and the ways that the children think
(Cooper and Odell, 1977).
Berthoff (1981) has defined writing as an act of the mind whereby writers create
meaning. Because writing serves as a means of revealing one’s thoughts to others or as a
means for other curricular skills and communicating information, a lack of writing skills
may result in low academic achievement and premature school dropout. Jill Fitzgerald
(1995) reported that among Hispanics there was a 40% high school dropout rate, a 35%
grade retention rate, and a two- to four-grade-level achievement gap (E.Garcia, 1992b).
Collier (1987) found that ESL students from predominantly Asian and Hispanic
backgrounds in a middle-class suburb of Washington, D.C., scored significantly lower
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than native English-speaking children on all parts of the SRA achievement test except
mathematics. Even worse, as the ESL students progressed through the grades their scores
did not get close to the native speakers’ scores, but fell further behind. The National
Assessment of Education Progress (1977) showed that the ESL students performed below
the national average in most of courses and in career development.
Research shows that for many years ESL students have not been succeeding in
schools. These studies have prompted second language researchers to give more
attention to literacy development, recognizing that ESL students need to be able to read
and write effectively if they are going to be successful in English language classrooms
(Allen, 1986; Hudelson, 1984; Urzua, 1987b).
More recent studies of second language writing have shown that the teacher’s
assumption about ESL writing and the teaching of writing has an effect on what ESL
learners produce and on what the teacher values and responds to ESL writing products
(Smith, 1982; Allen, 1986; Hudelson, 1984; Urzua, 1987). Research findings suggest
that children’s writing skills develop best when the teacher believes they are capable of
expressing their thoughts and opinions on paper, and when the teacher provides many
opportunities for them to communicate meaning freely in writing.
Unfortunately, some elementary school teachers working in English as a second
language still hold the idea that children should be taught to understand and speak
English first; writing is secondary, and seen as less critical. They don’t believe that all of
the language processes (listening, speaking, reading, and writing) develop simultaneously
and interdependently (Hudelson, in press). They assume that if children can not speak
English, then their writing should be deferred (Hadaway, 1990). This teaching practice
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greatly inhibits writing instruction with ESL students. Hudelson (1989) states that if
given the opportunity and encouragement, second language students without native-like
control of English will work to create meaning in written form, and will make and test out
varied hypotheses about how English is written.
Writing instruction with second language students is also inhibited by another
teaching practice. Although some teachers provide second language students with
reading and writing experiences, they tend to tightly control with ESL students, focusing
early attempts on grammatically based practice (Hadaway, 1992). Therefore, in some
classrooms, children’s writing consists of copying word lists and sentences from the
blackboard, filling in the blanks in sentences, placing and moving adverbs, and making
subjects and their verbs agree (Taylor, 1980; Smith, 1982). It seems that these children
are provided with written practice in grammar only. Social interaction, which plays an
important role in literacy learning, has not been organized as one of the writing activities
in the process of writing.
In contrast to the structured approach of drills and rules (Allen, 1986), second
language research suggests “Second language acquisition is facilitated when the target
language is used in a natural communicative context” (Diaz, 1986, p.169). In this regard,
the teaching of writing in ESL should reflect real communication, centering on students’
background and needs.
If ESL teachers explored the role of social interaction in children’s literacy
learning, they would arrange more writing activities involving social interaction that
could provide ESL learners with more opportunities to write for real purpose and real
communication.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

The literature review is focused in two areas: the historical development of second
language writing approaches and the perspectives on ESL children’s writing. First, the
studies of the development of second language writing approaches established the
groundwork for studying ESL writing. Second, additional studies on ESL writing
identified specific perspectives from which ESL writing had been examined.
Compared with other approaches, the social constructionist approach has made a
strong argument for giving both social and cultural meaning to the learning of writing for
ESL students. Theory, while offering great promise, does not appear to have been
adequately put into ESL teaching practice. The discussion of the ESL writing approaches
and the perspectives on ESL children’s writing clarified those fields requiring more
research. The two areas provided the focus and direction of this study.

Development of Second Language Writing Approaches
Early audio-lingual approach to the teaching of a second language emphasized
oral language to the neglect of written language (Paulston, 1972; Raimes, 1983). So for
more than a quarter of a century, ESL teachers have held the idea that ESL children
should be taught to understand and speak English first. Writing has been seen as less
critical. It was thought to reinforce speech that stressed mastery of grammatical and
syntactic forms. Acting on this idea, in the natural course process of language teaching, it

9

was often considered quite appropriate to wait a fairly long time before the initiation of
writing (Thomas Buckingham, 1979; Hudelson, 1989).
Recent research on language development provides a different perspective to
teachers. It is believed that all of the language processes develop simultaneously and
interdependently. Therefore, it is important to introduce writing early in the language
teaching process. There are other important reasons: writing helps our students learn.
First, writing reinforces the grammatical structures and vocabulary that the ESL students
are learning. Second, the ESL learners also have a chance to be adventurous with the
language, to go beyond what they have just learned to say, to take risks. Third, when
they write, they necessarily become very involved with the new language and they need
to find the right word and the right sentence or a new way of expressing their idea (Ann
Raimes, 1983). The close relationship between writing and thinking makes writing a
valuable part of second language teaching and learning. ESL teachers are urged to
provide the second language learners with reading and writing experiences.
ESL teachers have to teach writing to ESL learners, this, of course, leads to the
question: How? There is no one answer to the question of how to teach writing to ESL
learners. There are as many answers as there are teachers and teaching styles, or learners
and learning styles (Raimes, 1983). As teachers have stressed different features that ESL
learners have to deal with as they produce a piece of writing, so they have developed a
variety of approaches to the teaching of second language writing.
The history of teaching second language writing can be viewed as a succession of
approaches. Each approach was developed or introduced with an emphasis on different
features of the composition writing. Some of the approaches, while not widely
10

advocated, are still used in teaching second language writing. Others have been
influential and dominated the teaching of ESL writing.
In the field of ESL writing development, there have been five most influential
approaches:
•

Controlled-to-ffee approach.

•

Current-traditional rhetoric approach.

•

The communicative approach.

•

The process approach.

•

The social constructionist approach.

Controlled-to-Free Approach
In the 1950s and early 1960s, the audio-lingual approach dominated second
language learning. The controlled-to-free approach was developed on the basis of
Charles Fries’s oral approach. With this perspective, an audio-lingual method stressed
that speech was primary and writing only served to reinforce speech in that mastery of
grammatical and syntactic forms were emphasized (Ann Raimes, 1983).
With the controlled-to-ffee approach, the student works on given materials and
manipulates the previously learned language structure, such as changing questions to
statements, present to past tense, or plural forms to singular forms, or changing words and
combining sentences. With this approach students can easily write a great deal and yet
avoid errors with these controlled compositions. This is true because the ESL learners
have a limited opportunity to make grammar mistakes! Only after mastering grammatical
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and syntactic forms well are ESL students allowed to try some free writing in which they
can express their own thinking and ideas.
This approach clearly stresses grammar, syntax, and mechanics; but does not
stress the idea or its expression in writing. Writing is not seen as a process of creating
and thinking, but of imitating and manipulating the language items. The ESL teacher is
the only reader who marks the student’s paper with concern of only formal linguistic
features in writing. The controlled-to-free approach emphasizes accuracy rather than
fluency or originally. Although it is not advocated in teaching ESL writing, it is still used
in today’s ESL writing practice.

Current-Traditional Rhetoric Approach

In the mid-1960s, with an increasing awareness that ESL students need to produce
extended written discourse, controlled-to-free composition was challenged. Since first
language composition theory and research are rich in both history and substance, some of
the perspectives have shed light on the direction of second language writing research and
have helped give guidance to second language researchers (Hudelson, S. 1987; Urzua, C.
1987; Goodman, Y. 1986). As a result, the teaching of ESL writing borrowed from first
language writing theory. The current-traditional rhetoric, an approach using Kaplan’s
(1967) contrastive theory, developed the current-traditional rhetoric approach for teaching
ESL writing.
This approach is based on the principle that in different cultures people construct
and organize their communication with each other in different ways. It therefore assumes
that when ESL students learn to write, their first language interference takes place beyond
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the sentence level. Emphasis with this approach is that the ESL students should pay
attention to the logical construction and discourse form in writing. That is, to put
scrambled sentences into paragraph order and link the purpose of a piece of writing to
certain forms. This approach, even though emphasizes that the students need to practice
the particularly “English” features of a piece of writing, the central concern is still
linguistic aspects of the issue. It has been criticized regularly, but its influence and use
continues in the teaching practice of second language writing.

Process Approach

In the early 1980s, the teaching of ESL writing began to move away from a
concentration on the written product to an emphasis on the process of writing (Raimes,
1983). Because there was also wide spread of dissatisfaction with the previous
approaches, neither of which was thought to foster thought nor to courage creative
thinking in writing, the new process approach was introduced in ESL writing.
In the process approach, the ESL learners are given the time for the process to
work on their writing, they can make a plan on how to start and what to put down on
paper, and how to organize the ideas. They can write a first draft without being expected
that the words or sentences are used correctly. After reading, debate, brainstorming and
discussion with the teacher or classmates, they can discover new ideas and new sentences.
So, along with the feedback on the content of what they write in the first drafts, they can
think about and revise and write for a second draft. From the perspective of the process
approach, we can see that the written text produced by the students is a secondary
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concern, the most important concern is the writing process in which the writer is the
center of attention.
Compared with controlled-to-free composition and current-traditional rhetoric
approaches, the process approach has greatly motivated in the ESL children’s
composition and has offered some significant contribution to the teaching of second
language writing. Especially, the writing process provides the time for the students to
discover new ideas and receive the feedback from both teachers and other students. The
positive influence of the process approach on the teaching of ESL writing in the ESL
classrooms can not be over-exaggerated.

The Interactive Approach

The interactive approach stresses the purpose of a piece of writing and the reader
who will read the composition. This approach has similar assumptions to those of the
process approach. Using this approach, ESL students are encouraged to behave like
writers in real life. What they write are products created through dialogues between the
writers themselves and their audience.
Traditionally, the teacher was the only reader for student writing, pointing out any
errors in writing. Recent research shows that ESL writers can do their best when writing
is truly a communicative act, and writing is viewed as a process in which the writer is
primarily responsible for effective communication (Hinds, 1987), and always keeps the
readers in mind. As writing is done with a purpose to communicate with someone, so the
writer should organize the discourse in a manner which is familiar to the reader. The
author maintains and develops topics in an accessible manner with the reader in mind
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(Singer 1984; Meyer 1977). Through this approach, one can see that writing is viewed
both as a cognitive and linguistic process. Considering the reader’s role in ESL writing,
this approach contributes to viewing writing from the social perspective.

Social Constructionist View

The social constructionist view contends that writing should be considered as a
social act which can take place only with or for a specific context and audience (Coe
1987). Except for the two roles of the writer-creator and interactant, which have been
discussed in the previous approaches, the social constructionist view assumes that the
community in which a writer grows up determines his knowledge, language and affects
his way of writing. This assumption is based on the principle that in different cultures
people construct and organize the communication with each other in different ways. In
this view, the third role of the writer “ who is shoved around by physical reality” appears
(quoted in Bruffee 1986). To some extent, the social constructionist approach views
writing from the social and cultural perspectives.
The proponents of social constructionist view stress the ESL students’ academic
success and how they meet with the standards and requirements of the school. Because
of their incompetence of using standard English, thinking academically and socializing in
the discourse community, very often, the ESL students are viewed as “outsiders” or
“failures” in their school. In teaching these ESL writers who are “outsiders”, those who
hold the social constructionist view have different teaching approaches. Some have
suggested that ESL students should not be forced to acquire academic literacy and
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become part of the academic discourse community, but instead, the academy should
change to adapt to the cultures brought with the students.
Researchers and teachers attempt to understand what academic literacy means
and how it could be introduced into classes for academic success and purpose (Bizzell,
1987; Horowitz, 1986; Huckin, 1987). Some believe there is a common core of academic
language and conventions that ESL teachers should try to present to students. They also
suggest that teachers should pay attention to different classroom cultures and
characteristics when they provide opportunities for academic task practice in ESL
classrooms (Johns, 1988; Spack, 1988; Connor and Johns 1989).
Compared with other approaches, the social constructionist approach has made a
big step for giving writing both social and cultural meaning. This approach has been
discussed and used significantly in the teaching of first language writing, but it is
relatively new in the teaching of second language writing, and has not been widely put
into ESL writing practice.

Conclusion

When we review the development of ESL writing approaches, it is apparent that
supporting and accounting of development indicates a move toward a clear understanding
of the phenomenon of second language writing, but there are also limits to these
approaches. Each approach seems constructed too narrowly and limits its attention to a
single element of writing. For example, it is apparent that controlled-to-free composition
focuses on the lexical and syntactic features of a text, and emphasizes accuracy rather
than fluency or originality (Raimes, 1983). Current-traditional rhetoric approach is
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concerned with discourse-level text structure. The process approach emphasizes the
writer’s behaviors on composing, whereas the interactive approach stresses the reader’s
role in the writing. The social constructionist view envisions writing as a social act.
However, some confusion remains, this theory has not been widely advocated and used in
ESL teaching practice.
It appears that these approaches are not sufficiently grounded in appropriate and
adequate theory and this situation reflects the limits of theory and research on ESL
writing. Especially, in these approaches, two important aspects-social and cultural
aspects have not been given enough attention. It is only within the social constructionist
view that the social factors in ESL writing have begun to be addressed. This approach
needs to be carried forward in both theory and practice.
To summarize, the approaches to the teaching of ESL writing should be based on
a broader, comprehensive conception of what second language writing involves. That is,
not only the cognitive and linguistic aspects, but also social and cultural perspectives
should be considered. In the next section, three perspectives that are most informative
will be discussed regarding second language writing.

Perspectives on Children’s Second Language Writing

Research on oral language acquisition has shifted to investigations of ESL
children’s literacy development in second language settings, and have been carried out
within the large framework of the broad field of language acquisition and development in
the past fifteen or twenty years. Educators and teachers regard writing as one of the
language arts, and have given their attention to find out how children become writers in
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second language. Evidence has shown that the research findings on the acquisition of
writing by ESL children are similar to the research on the acquisition of oral language
(Hudelson, 1989).
As first language composition theory and research are rich in both history and
substance, some of those perspectives have shed light on the direction of second language
writing research and have helped second language researchers find guidance. Thus, it is
necessary and helpful to review a number of insights from first language research which
will provide an understanding of the creative, problem-solving nature of the writing
process, and of the social and cultural contexts in which writing skills have developed for
all the students.
Carolyn Piazza finds and categorizes what she calls context variables in her
writing research paper published in 1987 in Written Communication. She demonstrates
that writing has been examined recently from several different perspectives or contexts.
The three major contexts she emphasizes are the cognitive, the social, and the cultural
areas.
The cognitive perspective focuses on what the individual writer does in writing.
As Newkirk argues, if we look closely at what children do with writing rather than look at
what they do not do (the adult deficit model), we can see that children produce in
different but quite recognizable forms. Their writing is the same type of writing that
adults produce. Children generate their own topics and get ready to write by drawing,
observing, brainstorming and interviewing. ‘‘Children can appropriate a variety of
written forms” (Newkirk, p.598).
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The cognitive perspective also focuses on strategies as well as processes that the
writer uses in producing his text. Applebee (1986) notes that the writing process
“provided a way to think about writing in terms of what the writer does (planning,
revising, and the like), instead of in terms of what the final product looks like (patterns of
organization, spelling, grammar).”
In Writing with Power, Peter Elbow stresses that all writers can express their ideas
with creativity and imagination, without worrying about how it looks or the way it
sounds. Children think of themselves as writers exploring their own ideas. Once they
begin to write on paper, they revise by deciding how best to communicate what they wish
to say. They understand writing by doing it and improve their communication through
writing, sharing it with others, adding or revising their ideas and editing until the product
meets with their satisfaction.
The second area, the social perspective, emphasizes the influential role that
parents, teachers and peers play in children’s writing. Children’s language develops amid
actions and interactions (Jean Valsiner, 1989). For example, Bruner (1987, p.64) states:
“It is clear.. .how dependent language acquisition is upon the nature of the interaction that
takes place between child and mother. Being a witness at the feast of language is not
enough of an exposure to assure acquisition. There must be contingent interaction.”
The social setting, like school in which the children learn to write, also has a
profound effect on the way they communicate. This is because writers, like talkers, do
not develop in a vacuum. Writers come to understand writing and they work at producing
texts within a social context (Hudelson, 1989). Many influential studies of writing have
shown that most forms of writing produced at school are done to complete the teacher s
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assignment or respond to questions in an expository tone. Children learn in this social
context that the role of teacher is to correct their writing (Britton, and Rosen, 1975;
Applebee, Auten, 1981).
The third area, cultural perspective, considers the way in which the writer’s
cultural identity may affect the writer’s thinking: What the writing should be, what
purpose it is for, how it should be written and so on. The differences in both writing form
and style have a close relationship to the writer’s home culture. How the child writes
reflects who he is. Heath (1983) provides compelling evidence that home culture
significantly affects young children’s socialization into language and literacy. James
Britton (1970a) reminds us that personal experience includes not only the more
commonplace realm of home, but also the world of fantasy. Fantasy draws its life from
the imagination, but the imagination grows from and is shaped by the commonplace
experiences of day-to-day living.
The research on children’s second language writing review will be focused on the
above three perspectives.

The Cognitive Perspective on Children’s Second Language Writing

All humans, no matter where they are, what language they will learn, begin
learning a language, learning about language, and learning through language the moment
of birth. That means, whether a child grows up in a “traditional” society or in a
“technological” one; in a large extended family or in a small nuclear one; on a pacific
island or in an urban ghetto; with or without formal schooling-the child will acquire the
language of his community (Lindfors, 1989).
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Based on what Lindfors said, it becomes clear that children who are labeled ESL
learners are normal children who come to the second language setting with an already
developed knowledge about the people, place, objects, and events in their families and
their native culture. In describing the second language learners, Enright and Closkey
(1989) wrote: “They also bring a rich experience with the discourse traditions of their
native cultures: their people’s ways of conversing; their ways of behaving appropriately
in various social settings (including school); ways of using reading and writing; and even
their ways of presenting information and telling stories.”
Research done by Fillmore (1983) and Strong (1983) has shown us that children
come to school with different learning styles and English abilities. Even given the same
amount of time, the second language learners can not develop at the same pace in
learning (Fillmore, 1976). Piaget (1970), and Vygotsky (1962) all describe active
learners as learners who are engaged in doing things, not learners who are passively
receiving information. A child learns to talk by talking, to listen by listening, to write by
writing, to read by reading. With regard to learning to write in a second language, some
children are active learners and are willing to take risks involved in creating meaning
through writing (Hudelson, in press); some have learned formulas, but prefer to use
familiar sentence patterns for extended period of time; some are slow in experimenting
with writing a new languages (Strong, 1982; Kreeft at, 1984). Second language writers
guide their own learning process and develop step by step in writing ability at their own
pace.
Hudelson (1983) states that the ESL learners can and should write English before
they complete control over the oral and written systems of the language. Second
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language learners’ written products reflect their language development at a given point in
time. As learners gain more control over the language, their writing will reflect this
development.
Hudelson also states that if given the opportunity and encouragement, second
language learners without native-like control of English will work to create meaning in
written form, and will make and test out varied hypotheses about how English is written.
Researchers have shown that even students from non-English speaking homes come to
school with the ability to read printed items such as that found on cereal boxes and
advertising on billboards and to cope with English in their daily lives (K.Goodman,
Y.Goodman, and Flores, 1970).
In recent years much research has been done in examining the written products of
ESL children. Results have shown that the written products of ESL children look very
much like those of native English-speaking children learning to write English. They
exhibit certain features of text such as unconventional invented spelling, letter forms,
unconventional segmentation and punctuation, and the use of drawing in writing. This is
because the children begin to learn to write in a second language by using some general
“operating principles” similar to what they did in acquiring a first language. In general,
first and second language learning is similar in natural situations (Ervin-Tripp,
1974.p.l26).
Clay and Ferreiro (1978) emphasized the child’s cognitive construction of the
system of written language. Clay (1975) examined many New Zealand children’s early
written products, noting that the children attached meaning to what adults thought of as
scribbles that children made long before they are writing conventionally. Clay offers a
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summary list ot the concepts about print that young children acquire as they discover how
to write: they learn
1. to understand that print talks,
2. to form letters,
3. to build up memories of common words they can construct out of
letters,
4. to use these words to write messages,
5. to increase the number and range of sentences used,
6. to become flexible in sentence use,
7. to discipline the expression of ideas within the spelling and
punctuation conventions of English.
Ferreiro and Teberosk (1982) studied the literacy development of a group of
Spanish-children from middle and lower socioeconomic-level families. The children
were engaged in performing specific print-related tasks and talking about what they did.
Analysis of the children’s performance on the task revealed that these children
constructed a sequence of hypotheses about writing. According to these researchers, a
child’s hypotheses changed over time, so the writings they produced at a certain time
were based on what they believed about written language.
Ferreiro and Teberosk described the children’s writing development as including
five stages. The children who were classified in Level 1 wrote by making either wavy
lines or combinations of lines and circles. They produced large graphic displays to
represent a large person or a large object, smaller displays to represent small persons or
objects. For example, Gustavo made a long cursive-like string for “bear” and David
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thought the written representation of his father’s name should be longer than the one for
his own name (pp.180). Interestingly, at Level 1 the child believed that only the writer
could know what was written. At Level 2, the children could write with letter forms.
They recognized that different meanings must be written differently by writing the same
set of forms in different arrangements. Children usually knew some fixed written forms
such as their own names and some other names. Level 3 was identified by the child’s
syllable hypothesis that each letter represented a syllable. This level was a “qualitative
leap” (p.197) for the children. They started relating writing to speech, and could write the
word gato (a two-syllable word meaning “cat”) using two-letter forms, the word gatito
(the three-syllable word meaning “little cat”) with three-letter forms. Level 4 was
characterized by the alphabetic hypothesis. Children assumed that each letter represented
a syllable rather than a sound. At Level 5, alphabetic writing, the children realized that
each written character corresponded to a sound value smaller than a syllable, and they
systematically analyzed the phonemes of the words they were writing (p.209).
Of course, the operating hypotheses about the nature of written language are not
limited to the first language children. When some researchers applied the same scheme
to English-speaking bilingual children, they found out that children moved through the
same levels.
Recent research on young children’s writing in a second language demonstrated a
hypothesis-making and using process that we have already seen in written language
development in first language acquisition (Edelsky, 1982,1983; Hudelson, 1984; Flores
at al, 1985). In many bilingual programs, children’s initial literacy instruction is in the
child’s first language. When the child begins learning to read and write in English, his or
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her second language, the child applies the same sorts of principles that he or she already
applies to the first language.
Edelsky (1986) provides evidence which suggests that proficiency in first
language helps rather than hinders the development of proficiency in the second
language. In her study of young Spanish-speaking children learning to write, she found
that the writers applied the rules they had developed in writing Spanish to their writing in
English until they learned the rules for English. Their facility in using their native
language helped them with the development of English writing. Edelsky concluded that
the ESL learners needed a great deal of interaction with print in both languages and that
they did not need to wait until their oral English was perfect before learning to write in
English.
Another example showed us that once a Spanish-speaking child “breaks the
code,” for example, uses the alphabetic hypothesis, the child does not need to progress
through the different conceptual interpretations of written language again. Rather, the
child applies their schema to the second language (Flores et al., 1985,p.4). For example,
an ESL tutor collected the writing of an ESL child who was from Puerto Rico. The tutor
encouraged the child’s early and continued written expression, but did not correct the
writing efforts (Hudelson, 1984, p.223). In October, this child could not write sentences,
but wrote a phrase she knew. At this time, she hypothesized that English spelling was
like Spanish spelling. By December, she just liked to write what she copied in class and
some words she thought she could spell correctly. It seemed that the materials that she
was learning in class influenced her writing. In February and March, she tried to use
some of the words she recalled from her reading materials. She also liked to predict the
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spelling of words that were in her oral vocabulary. In her continued writing, she used
some words for which she invented spelling and some words which she combined with
reading words. Gradually, she improved her ability to express herself in written English
even though she did not have complete control over the oral and written system of the
English language.
As mentioned previously, some students use figures as a way of expressing
themselves. Drawing is the use of a graphic symbol to represent something in the world.
Writing is another sort of graphic symbol system. Whether for first language or second
language children, writing and drawing are intertwined at an early age. Bartelo (1984)
examined the first grade ESL learners’ drawing and writing. Her subjects were twins of
six year old, native speakers of Polish. They were encouraged to write and draw after
they received English tutoring in school. Bartelo analyzed the children’s writing and
drawing. She discovered that one of them, Sam, drew before writing and also used a lot
of drawing. Generally, Sam’s drawing was accompanied by talk and formed the totality
of the text. When he did write, Sam copied a sentence from a book or labeled his picture.
In contrast, another child, Susie, wrote first and drew later. Her drawings were not as
complex as Sam’s, but her writing seemed to carry more meaning than her drawings. She
also talked when she did drawings. Bartelo pointed out that while both children made use
of drawing and talking (to themselves and to the adult) as a way of thinking aloud, Sam
made more use of these forms than Susie did (Hudelson, 1989, p.23).
These examples demonstrate that for many children, whether first or second
language learners, writing is not a silent activity. It is accompanied by talk. Children ask
questions of others, and read out loud again and again during writing. ESL learners, like

26

native speakers, are active learners. Even if they are not completely literate in their native
language, they can figure out how written English works, how it should look, and how to
use it for their own needs. They are also problem-solvers and hypotheses generators.
From their writing, we can see how they resolve their problems and how they figure out
what to do in order to produce their written text.
In summary, all of the above discussions of ESL children’s writing and their
awareness including their knowledge of the functions of print, affirm that for young
children, to include the ESL learners, the act of creating text seems to be a cognitive one.
ESL children use their knowledge about print in their native language and control the
process actively. They take risks to make up the text and experiment with the language.
Gradually, after they play with the second language print and work hard on their writing,
ESL children will develop their second language writing skills.

The Social Perspective on ESL Writing

The review about ESL children’s writing in this section is rooted in Vygosky’s
emphasis on the social aspect of the development of language and thought. As we know,
Piaget too contributes to our understanding of how children’s thinking develops. Piaget
and Vygosky are two researchers who have greatly influenced our understanding of the
development of thinking in children.
As mentioned previously, Piaget stressed the idea that young children learn by
acting upon their environment. They learn as they manipulate, explore, and discover.
Piaget did not put emphasis on the social aspects of the environment in which all humans
live and develop language, but rather on the individual internal nature of cognitive
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development. Regarding language development he concluded that adult language could
not expand the thinking of a child beyond the limits of the child’s own cognitive
development.
Vygosky, however, stressed the social nature of language and learning. He argued
that children learn language in a social context. He emphasized the interaction between
the child and language in the environment, pointing out the crucial role of more
competent adults in children’s language development. For him, the process by which
children and adult collaboratively construct solutions to these everyday problems was at
the heart of learning.
In this regard, research on literacy learning assigns an important role to social
interaction with literate adults and shows that children make sense of their social world
by linking their observations to meanings socially constructed in the event.
Vygosky’s (1962, 1978) sociocultural view of cognition and learning is central for
the understanding of learning as being composed of both cognition and social elements.
His theory of the development of psychological processes guides the researchers to
explore the role of social interaction in children’s literacy learning. Like Piaget, Vygosky
(1978) believed that children actively construct knowledge in response to problem
situations, but he stressed that these anomalies arise as a result of the children’s need to
function in the social world of their homes, school, and so on. For him, it was the social
world that motivated the children’s learning. Further, he posited that all developmental
achievements were learned first in social interaction and were later internalized and began
to occur inside the child (Rowe, 1994). From viewing Vygosky’s theory, we can see it is
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obvious that such a perspective requires that literacy learning, like all learning, should be
viewed as inherently social.
Vygosky’s view is distinctly different from that of Piaget, who views psychogenetic stages as universal. To Vygosky, each child uses signs and tools from their social
context to construct knowledge at each stage of his or her development. If these tools are
manipulated in interaction with others in the social context, then the children internalize
what they have learned first in interaction.
Using Vygosky’s theory of development, two meanings to social origins of
literacy skills should be explored. First, writing can be said to have origins in the
interaction between the child and teacher. In this sense, the role that significant adults or
peers play in learning is emphasized. The children, in this case ESL learners learning to
write, can develop as users of English when they are supported by others who are more
capable than they are. The support that these more capable others give to learners has
been termed “scaffolding” (Bruner, 1978 and Cazden, 1983), because of its temporary
nature. Secondly, the child’s motivation in learning to write seems to come from the
social world of the classroom. So research has been conducted to examine the school as a
social context for ESL writing and focused on how the social context influences the ESL
*

learners’ perception of writing and how the interaction between the children and the
teacher affects the learning of second language writing.
Recent research on the classroom as communicative and social environment has
shown that classroom is neither undifferentiated communicative environment nor
undifferentiated social environments (Philips, 1974; Cook-Gumperz & Gumperz, 1976;
Erickson & Shultz, 1977).
29

Some investigations have examined the ESL classroom as a context for ESL
writing, focusing on what kinds of writing the ESL learners are assigned to do, for what
purposes they write, and what expectations the teachers have for the ESL students.
Investigations carried out in ESL classrooms have indicated that the teacher’s
assumptions about how ESL writing is accomplished, why writing is done, and who
writing is for may influence what the ESL learners produce and the view that they have of
/

themselves as writers.
In Peyton’s case study of first and second grade classes (1988), she examined the
classroom context which influenced a group of beginning-level ESL learners with no
writing experience to view themselves as users of English, and finally to act as writers.
Peyton characterized the classroom as “A Whole Language” classroom in which there
were lots of children’s books, posters, bulletin boards, and other meaningful print. As the
teacher believed that exposure to whole language (listening, speaking, reading, and
writing at the same time) would facilitate the children’s understanding that the print in
books carried the message and that the print made sense (Goodman, 1986; Teale, 1986).
Thus, the teacher used natural whole example of text daily when she read stories and
nursery rhymes to children.
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The teacher believed that children would learn to write by real writing. She
modeled writing for the children, regarding it as a way to demonstrate her processes of
thinking through writing, such as what to write, and what topic to choose. After
demonstrating her processes of writing, she encouraged the students to draw or construct
their own text.
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The ESL teacher used dialogue journals most often in the class. Dialogues
journals were written conversations shared between the teacher and the students. In a
dialogue journal, the students could write to the teacher about their thoughts, feelings,
wishes, needs and interests. The teacher, in turn, read and responded in writing to the
students’ journal entry. The students read the response of the teacher, which encouraged
him or her to think, then to continue to write.
In peyton’s case study, it was obvious that the teacher provided a certain time for
the students to practice journal writing. Then, in turn, the students were required to read
their journals to the teacher individually. Even the students who could only write by
drawing in the beginning soon tried to use writing to explain the meaning of their
drawing. When the teacher found that the students became confident in journal writing,
she challenged them to write more and write with different forms. For example, she
would have them write responses to books they read, to science observations and so on.
In this way, the students experienced different kinds of writing. The journal writing not
only served to help the students grow as readers, but also helped them grow as writers, as
it provided a meaningful reason to write.
This case study carried out in an ESL classroom indicated that the teacher’s belief
that children learned to write by writing led her provide a supportive environment for the
ESL children in which they saw how writing was done (Smith, 1982). Further, teacher’s
recognition, support, and responses to the children’s intentions as writers, and her close
interactions with the children, had an effect on the ESL children’s interest in exploring
writing and working to make sense of it and developing themselves as writers.
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The study also showed how a teacher’s beliefs about writing could combine with
her political and ethical commitment-her sense of self and of others-to influence how a
classroom community was constituted and how it functioned through the interactions that
took place in it.
Finally the research mentioned above indicates that important teaching insights
can be gained from exploring the interactions between the children and the teachers.
Some researchers now hold the theoretical view that social interaction with teachers and
literate adults is a key feature and plays an important role in learning to write, but the
research was more concerned with the social context of writing (Rowe, 1994).
One effective way to create a context in which children may share drafts of some
of their writings with their teacher and other children is the writing workshop. The term
“workshop” as used by Calkins and Graves (1983), is characterized as “creating a
gracious, beautiful setting conductive to craftsmanship” (Calkins, 1986, p.214) and calls
to mind an image of cooperation among members of a community of people striving to
master a craft.
In children’s writing workshop, the children were responsible to choose their own
topics and then created their written drafts. During their working, they learned from each
other by sharing the drafts of their writing. Questions and comments from the other
students and teachers during the process of the writing provided the children with
information about the purpose of their writing, as well as the content of their text, and
their writing progress.
Interaction of this sort encouraged the children to modify, expand or revise as they
constructed their own text. In this setting, social interaction was also shown to help
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children to activate, confirm, and refine their existing knowledge, and to form a new
understanding about writing.
Calkins used writing workshop strategies with ESL learners (Calkins, 1986) and
his ideas have been supported since by other researchers and teachers working in second
language settings (Hudelson, 1984; Edelsky. 1982; Allen, 1986; Urzua, 1987b). Since
the mid 80’s, investigations of ESL children’s writing have been carried out in such
settings and the findings have revealed that the children can create their drafts, discuss
each other’s writing, and make some changes in their texts with the aid of comments
given by others.
Urzua (1987b) examined a group of ten and eleven-year-old children engaged in
writing activities in an ESL program. She found that the children joined actively and
were willing to share the draft of stories they created after the teacher first demonstrated
the ways in which an audience might respond or evaluate the author’s draft. In this study
the teacher and the students both responded to the content of the writers’ efforts, and the
children became comfortable in sharing their work with others.
In observing and studying the ESL learners’ sharing of their drafts of stories in
group, Urzua noted that the writing process helped the children develop more cognitive,
social, and linguistic skills. Additionally she concluded that if children were provided
with more writing experience, they would develop three aspects of their writing skills.
First, they developed a sense of audience as they shifted from an author stance to become
the audience of their work as a result of comments made by the teachers and other
children. Thus, in many instances self-initiated revisions would occur in their draft.
Second, a sense of individual voice developed as children gradually realized that they
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could express their ideas in writing. Third, the ESL students became aware of the power
of language. This occurred during the writing process. For example, during the drafting
and sharing, the children made substantive changes in their text and developed their
editing skills. They eventually learned to manipulate language so that they could
rearrange the sentence structure, make substitutions, deletions, additions, and say what
they meant in their writing as they became more aware of the power of language. Thus,
out of the social context of writing, ESL students’ writing skills improved.
Gomez (1985) conducted another research study in her own sixth-grade classroom
in which there were some Chinese-speaking students. Gomez worked with these students
one hour a day in a “Writing Workshop”. With the teacher’s help, the students chose
their writing topics, produced written drafts of stories, and shared their written drafts in a
writing conference. Finally, they edited their writing based on others’ comments. Not all
the students were willing to share their texts in a whole class conference, but when they
were asked to share in a small group of two or three students, they participated willingly.
Gomez used audio-tapes and students’ drafts to find out how the audience and
authors responded to each other’s drafts in peer conference. She discovered that
sometimes the students asked for more information from the author and gave their own
comments on the details of the stories. Other times their comments focused on how they
felt about the story. When the students were not clear about some parts of the story, they
would ask for clarification. They also gave their comments on the form of the writing,
which helped the authors and others to pay attention to the grammatical constructions and
to make changes in spelling, punctuation and capitalization.
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The research also showed that the students responded to the stories in different
ways. Gomez examined how the authors acted upon the comments after the conference.
She discovered that some students made changes in their writing, based on the comments
gathered from the peer conference, although not everyone did. Gomez noted that in a
short while, the students had no trouble in participating in the conferences, as they had
learned what to do during a conference.
Researchers who examined the writing drafts of their own students or those of
other students have demonstrated that the social context such as a school and classroom is
critical in helping to determine how the ESL writers view themselves as writers, what
they choose to write about and how they express themselves in written English. A social
setting which provides opportunities for ESL students to interact with teachers and peers;
play the role of audience; cooperate; give comments; listen; argue during writing process
has great influence on the writing development of the ESL learners.

The Cultural Perspective on ESL Writing
The review of ESL writing has developed a point of view in which the culture and
its relation to the individual writer are considered. The term “culture” has acquired
several different meanings in the last one hundred years. Taylor (1903, p.l) defined
culture as “that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law,
custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society”
(in Goodenough, Culture, Language and Society, 1981, p.48). In this view, society does
not have a discrete culture but a greater or lesser share in the degree of general culture so
far created and developed by mankind as a whole (Goodenough, 1981).
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From the above definition of culture, we assume that each child is raised not only
as a member of a family unit, but also as a member of community-a cultural group.
When considering second language learners, these are the children who are presented
with more than one form of cultural group and language usage. This is because of a
result of cultural differences within the society. It is true in American society. As we
know, the second language learners have acquired language-related cultural
identifications as Chinese, Japanese, and Hispanics among many others. However, from
what has been observed among second language learners, we become aware of those who
“see the acquisition of skills in the majority-group language and culture in an additive
rather than subtractive fashion, leading not to a rejection of their minority-group identity
and culture, but to successful participation in both the new culture system and the old”
(Margaret A. Gibson, 1988).
In an attempt to understand multi-cultural influences, Wolcott (1991) discussed
the term propriospect (derived from Goodenough, 1976), meaning any human being’s
understanding of the numerous cultures and subcultures within which they may live.
This concept identifies the important idea that, although cultures may be multiple, the
individual’s cultural knowledge is unitary.

''

Just as children’s lives are shaped by their cultural groups and their dual cultural
experiences, so are their writings (Goodman, 1992). Many ethnographic studies have
been done on education, and second language writing, but less research has been done to
discover how different cultures view writing and how writing functions for various
cultural groups. Especially, research has not explored the differences between how
schools view writing, how the communities view writing, and what the implications are
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of the cultural differences for students’ learning to write in English as a second language
(Mclighlin, Hudelson, 1991).
As we know, the United States is a culturally diverse country. Even in education
diversity is ever present. For example, studies of the definition and function of writing as
a cultural activity in different language communities have resulted in contrasting pictures
of the uses and purposes of writing. Three studies were conducted in geographically and
culturally distinct communities and the findings were all different (Heath, 1983; Taylor,
1983; Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines, 1988).
Heath (1983) provided compelling evidence that culture significantly affected
children’s socialization into language and writing as well. Her study in a middle-class
community in black and white working-class communities of language learning and use
graphically established literacy knowledge as culturally rooted and literacy learning as
occurring through culturally based routines.
Taylor (1983) invested literacy in white, middle-class families in New York City,
and Taylor and Dorse-Gaines (1988) compared the reading and writing practices of their
working class informants. Though there were differences in the findings of Heath and
Taylor and Dorse-Gaines, their studies indicated that for children learning, the activities
of reading and writing constructed and maintained by particular groups of human being
were affected significantly by their cultural practices from which they came. Simply, this
means that cultural as well as social structural factors influenced by how, to what end, by
whom, and when reading and writing were used in these studies.
An ESL learner, as a person of a cultural minority, lives or is placed in such a
society, in which English is so much so the language of education. If in the learning
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process, another language is used to facilitate the learning of English, the “another
language” is viewed as only part of a transitional phase to English (Bloome, 1988). If a
second language learner wants to be understood by all in school setting and wants to
socialize with others, or to overcome the language difficulty that separates him from the
social and cultural contexts, he is expected to learn and use the language of everyone else.
On the other hand, mainstream culture, such as TV programs, the books,
newspapers, movies and so on, plays an active role in both homes and school settings.
ESL children have experienced them, for the most part, as one culture. However, as they
simply do their schooling, they may never consciously realize these cultural influences on
their learning, including their writing.
It is important to mention here that one should not assume that when culturally
and linguistically different ethnic groups come into contact with the mainstream values of
the school, the cultural conflicts about literacy issues will often occur. For example, one
ethnographic study in Massachusetts found out that the Chinese children made great
progresses in acquiring school literacy. For the Chinese children, whose ethnic heritage
encompasses the longest literacy history and traditions in the world, and whose parents
remain committed to families far away, they sometimes listen to their parents reading the
letters from distant relatives and sometimes see their parents writing their relatives back.
Also they are fortunate to be able to watch Chinese movies on TV with their parents.
These informal literacy activities are conducted often and valued by the Chinese families
and the Chinese community. What is more, Chinese parents put education first in their
lives. They have high education expectations for their children, hoping they will be
competent readers and writers of English. With their development in reading and writing
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of English, the Chinese children, in turn, often help their parents write notes and fill out
forms in English, interpret English documents and advertisements. ESL learners, as the
evidence has shown, work hard to develop themselves as good readers and writers in
English. They even write about how important they feel to be able to read and write well
in English (Smith, 1994).
In summary, children growing up in different ethnic cultural communities will
learn to write and understand writing according to their cultural perspectives on what
writing is, what the purpose for writing is and how writing is used in their life. When
ESL children come into contact with the mainstream values of American school and learn
to write within the school context, they try to adapt themselves to the new culture and
take the risks involved in creating meaning through English writing, and testing varied
hypotheses about how English is written. Their previous knowledge of writing also
contributes greatly to their learning to write in English. They control their learning
process.
Research has suggested that ESL writing can be appreciated as a social act as well
as one of acculturation. Within this in mind, more emphasis and attention should be
given to research which explores the implication of cultural differences in learning to
write in English as a second language.

Summary

This literature review has highlighted numerous studies reflecting important
findings in ESL writing. The development of a variety of approaches within the ESL
writing is indicative of a move toward a more comprehensive understanding of the

39

phenomenon of second language writing. As mentioned previously, all of the approaches
have limitations. Each approach appears to have been narrowly constructed and limited
its focus to a single aspect or element in the writing process. At the moment, it appears
that choosing an approach that supports the curriculum and teaching as well as suits the
class and the ESL student level is the challenge inherent in the day-to-day business of
every ESL teacher. Since there is a multiplicity of ways to teach writing, ESL teachers
should not limit themselves to use solely from one approach. The rich variety of effective
techniques identified in the literature to date are drawn from all approaches and address
the various features that a writer needs to consider in producing a piece of writing. It is
important for ESL teachers to keep in mind that the approaches to the ESL writing should
be based on a broader, comprehensive conception of what second language writing
involves.
Reviewing the most important findings, for example, one is the finding in
cognitive perspective that second language learners without native-like control of English
will work to create meaning in written form, and will make and test out varied hypotheses
about how English is written, if opportunities are provided to them. Second language
learners are active learners and are willing to take risks involved in creating meaning
through writing with the new language. Their willingness is a driving force in the ESL
writing process. However, how the children begin to learn to write in a second language
by using some general “operating principles” as they did in acquiring a first language, is a
critical area for further study in order to have a better understanding.
Another pivotal finding in social perspective is the importance of social
interaction with teachers and the others. The ESL children can develop as users of
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English when they are supported by others who are more capable than they are. Research
has identified that ESL students motivation in learning to write seems to come from the
social world of the classroom and communicating with a real reader for a real purpose.
When ESL learners write to real readers or teachers they have a meaningful reason to
write. Research has shown that students can better express their thoughts, feelings,
wishes, needs and interests than children who write on assigned topic. This finding
suggests that “Second language acquisition is facilitated when the target language is used
in a natural communicative context” (Diaz, 1986, p. 169).
Social interaction is a key feature and plays an important role in learning to write.
Yet, studying how the social activity of writing to a real reader affects ESL learner’s
development of writing skills should be specifically explored in this study.
Research on cultural perspectives has demonstrated that culture factors also play
an important role in how ESL children understand writing and view writing. Children
growing up in different ethnic groups will engage in literacy activities structured and
maintained by their own cultural groups, including varying models of the content of
writing and of the forms or structures used in writing. It seems a very important
component of ESL writing and more emphasis and attention should be given to research
which addresses cultural differences in learning to write in English as a second language.
Especially, our understanding of the cultural perspectives on ESL writing is yet to be
further studied.
The study described in this paper is built upon the existing or growing body of
research on the development of writing skills of ESL learners. There are two major parts
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which have been investigated through the literature review, but further study is needed
and will be described in depth in the following chapters.

4

\
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CHAPTER III
DESIGN AND PROCEDURES

The purpose of this study was to explore whether ESL students could develop
their writing skills through the activity of writing to a real reader. The study was
designed to use the meaningful writing activity involving social interaction to determine
the effects of writing to a real reader on the writing skills of second language learners.
The form was a qualitative case study involving the description and analysis of the data
collected from the study of a particular group of second language learners. The case
study method was chosen because observations, interviews, and histories provide the
database for the description and analysis of the data (Dobson et al, 1981; Shaughnessy &
Zechmeister 1985).

Design
This study was conducted through case studies of fourteen ESL students, age six to
twelve, in an elementary school in Massachusetts. Pre-test and post-tests, initial and exit
interviews, observations, questionnaires and analysis of letter writing were the tools used
4

for data collection. The study was directed at answering the following questions:
1. Can ESL students without native-like control of English be encouraged to write in
English to a real reader?
2.

If so, does the activity of writing to a real reader improve ESL students’ English
writing abilities?
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To answer the research questions, case studies were conducted with the following
format. There was an initial interview with each ESL learner. During the interview, the
ESL learners answered questions describing what writing was, the writing processes and
what they decided to write.
After the initial interview, the ESL learners took a pre-test in which they were asked
to write a letter to a person whom they didn’t know, but with whom they wished to be
friends. A post-test, using the exact format, was administered at the end of the study.
Both the pre-test and post-test were scored by the trained ESL teachers under the
following aspects:
I.

Quality of writing:

1. Choosing writing topics
2. Producing meaningful writing
3. Writing with different styles
II.

Mechanics:

1. Spelling
2. Punctuation
3. Capitalization

'^

4. Grammar usage
After the pre-test, the ESL students wrote eight letters to a real reader. In the context
of these letters, ESL learners demonstrated their processes of thinking, and choice of
topics as well as their writing ability. After the eight letters were completed, each student
was requested to answer the student questionnaire designed to determine about whether
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ESL students had more confidence and interests in writing and how they felt about
writing to a real reader.
At the conclusion of the study, an exit interview was conducted with each learner.
During the exit interview, the same questions were asked as in the entrance interview.
Specially, students were asked to describe what writing was, the writing processes, and
how they chose their writing topics, using their eight letters as examples. ESL learners
were also asked to comment on their experiences of writing to a real reader.

Assumptions
It was the researcher’s belief that when ESL learners with limited English proficiency
participated in a six-month activity of writing to a real reader during the school year, they
would:
1. Be more active in using writing to relate to people outside of school.
2. Write about their personal experience both in school and at home.
3. Develop their ability of writing as a second language.
4. Explore writing different forms of text.
5. Have a strong sense of reader and an understanding of the world outside of school.
6. Have more confidence in their writing and other learning in school.
This study on the development of ESL learners’ writing skills was based on the above
assumptions. Research suggested that the experiences of writing to a real reader had the
potential for ESL learners to develop a sense of where they were, where they had been,
and how they had progressed in the social activity of writing to a real reader.
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Subjects

The students from an ESL program at an elementary school in Massachusetts
served as subjects in this study. Fourteen ESL students were chosen from grade one to
grade six. The learners were from different social, cultural and language backgrounds.
Subjects ranged in age from six years old to twelve years old.
The fourteen subjects were carefully chosen from all of the ESL learners to
represent the language and cultural diversity present in the school and also reflect the
gender balance. All of the subjects were recommended by their ESL teachers and they
participated willingly in this study. Eight of them were girls and six were boys. The
study subjects came from different mainstream classes, and were assigned one of the five
ESL levels upon completion of the assessments. They were all provided with English as
a second language instruction determined by their level of English proficiency and
instructed by the ESL teachers.
The letter-writing activity took place in ESL classes from the beginning of
January through June in 1999. Letter writing became part of the assignments in the
children’s writing folders. All the learners participating in this study completed at least
eight letters to their real readers, participated in both pre-test and post-test, an initial and
exit interviews and responded to a questionnaire.

The ESL Program

The ESL Program in this school is provided for students who are not yet
proficient in English. Students who are enrolled in the ESL program are provided with
ESL instruction and bilingual tutorial support is also provided for the students who are
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not yet able to learn in English. Usually, the tutors help with the students in regular
classrooms during math, science, and social studies. The level of English instruction
each child receives is determined by student’s proficiency in English. In this program,
there are five levels of ESL ranging from beginning English (ESL level I) to nearly
proficient in English (ESL level five). Learners who are identified as being non or
limited English proficient are assigned one of the five ESL levels upon the completion of
the assessments when they first enter the school and yearly thereafter.
The ESL program has clear instructional guidelines for all five ESL levels.
Students are placed in one of the five ESL levels according to various factors which
include proficiency in English and the native language as well as academic background.
The following are the guidelines for the five ESL levels:

1. ESL Level I-Introductory/Beginner

•

Use multi-sensory stimuli such as music, physical movement, art, games, print, and
authentic school and home-life activities.

•

Provide predictable classroom routines using many visual & auditory cues.

•

Use expressions that are key to understanding the routines of your classroom [e.g.,
with one hand point to your eyes and ears and with the other form the letter “L” when
directing students to “look and listen”].

•

Include a variety of cues when transitioning students from one activity, lesson, or
topic to the next.

47

•

Draw from the cultural, world, & educational experiences of each student in order to
promote meaningful comprehension.

•

Include the use of directives and physical modeling experiences [e.g., Go to the door,
Open the door, and Shut the door] where students respond to commands with
appropriate physical movements.

•

Teach every day communication, such as the expressions listed below, in order to
help students to become familiar with the school environment and to develop social
links with their peers, teachers, and community.
Hello
Good bye
Good morning
You are welcome
May I go to the bathroom

•

Look
Listen
Quiet
How are you
It’s time to... line up

Please
Thank you
Open your book
Let’s go outside
Ifeel... sick... happy

Teach concrete vocabulary words that refer to familiar objects or concrete actions that
can be demonstrated by the teacher and acted out by the student. Vocabulary should
be introduced in the context that it is used. For example: This is the blackboard. It is
lunchtime. Please put your book on the floor. Where is...?

•

Refer to the “school life vocabulary list” and incorporate this vocabulary into your
instruction (School Life Vocabulary Examples attached in appendix B).

2. ESL Level II - Advanced Beginner

•

Continue the types of activities used in Level I with a focus on student production of
communicative language.
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•

Teach students to pronounce nouns, verbs, adjectives and prepositions that refer to
familiar, concrete objects, and actions.

•

Teach by using who-what or yes-no question activities about actions or objects that
the student can see and observe.

•

Continue to provide predictable activities and routines in order to aid students’
comprehension of their daily school schedule. Use many visual aides to reinforce
these activities and routines.

•

Involve students in “acting-out stories.

•

Do not make grammatical corrections at this time. Model the correct grammatical
responses similar to what parents do when their children are learning to speak their
first language.

3. ESL Level III — Intermediate

•

Continue and expand upon the activities used in Level I and II when an emphasis on
extending the student’s ability to listen and speak in English. Students at this level
should acquire strong conversational skills in English through experiences that
include verbal, visual, tactile, and auditory activities [such as, music, art, physical
movement, reading, theatrical-play, and creative writing activities] in order to
encourage the production of language.

•

Teach content-based activities that are connected with the Public Schools’
curriculum, easily demonstrable, and that encourage students to speak. Activities
might include growing plants, caring for animals, or creating greeting cards.
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•

Conduct storytelling activities with a heavy use of visuals. Ask how, why, and what
happened then questions using visual prompts that support the comprehension and
production of language.

•

Use role-playing activities and communication games that encourage students to
practice speaking and make-up their own dialogue.

•

Respond to the students’ ideas and opinions rather than focusing on their grammatical
errors. Students at this level of ESL can understand much of what is taught, but will
make numerous grammatical mistakes when communicating what they have
understood. Correct content so that the focus of instruction is on meaning.

•

Involve students in reading and writing activities. Include as many warm-up
[preview] activities as possible in order to prepare students for new content and
contexts. This should include activities that introduce key vocabulary words and
explicit directions about the instructional methods that will be used. For example:
students who have not had experience in small [cooperative] group learning benefit
from receiving clear instructions about this method prior to being a participant.
Similarly, many students have not had experience engaging in the “writing process”
and should receive explicit directions about this multi-step endeavor.

4. ESL Level IV - Advanced Intermediate

•

Continue to provide a listening, speaking, reading and writing program with a strong
emphasis on reading and writing. [Reading and writing are probably the most
important skills for school success.]
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•

Begin to make grammatical corrections by focusing on gross errors or errors that
change meaning before working on higher level grammatical corrections.

•

Continue to use authentic language materials that are geared for natural language
learning. This should include materials that are well connected with the public
Schools’ curriculum in all of the content areas and methods that encourage individual,
pair, small group, and whole class learning experiences.

•

Stress strategies that promote understanding of meaning in all subject matter
including science, math, social studies, and language arts.

•

Include many dialogue journal and free-writing activities.

5. ESL Level V - Transitional

•

Continue to emphasize reading and writing.

•

Make corrections that focus on form and meaning.

•

Continue to link instructional methods and materials with the Public Schools’
curriculum in all of the content areas in order to assure a successful transition.

J

ESL learners progress from one ESL level to the next as they acquire higher
English proficiency skills. When the learners are proficient in English, they complete and
exit from the ESL program.
The major criteria for determining the transition of a student from ESL program
into the mainstream classroom is student readiness to rely solely on English as the
medium of instruction without the need for native language or English as a Second
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Language instruction. But there are procedures to follow for students to be considered
for exit from the ESL program. First, the ESL teacher should meet with the student’s
classroom teacher in order to begin the transition process. Second, the ESL teacher
should then meet with the Language Art Resource teacher in order to arrange for the
necessary testing. Third, the Language Art Resource, ESL, classroom, & other
appropriate staff, as well as parents should meet upon completion of the testing. This
meeting provides for full sharing of assessment and student performance data in order to
consider the advisability of moving the student from ESL into the mainstream.
The ESL program is also required by the Massachusetts Department of Education
to monitor the progress of every student who has completed the ESL program and has
transferred into a full- time mainstream classroom for three consecutive school years.
The purpose of this requirement is to assure the successful transition of these ESL
students.

Pen-Pal Selection

The pen-pals came from an ABE (Adult Basic Education) class at the Workplace
Education Program at University of Massachusetts. Their ages ranged from thirty to
fifty- years old. The Workplace Education Program offered campus employees courses
that would enhance and develop writing, math, critical thinking, leadership, and
communication skills, including courses in basic education, English to Speakers of other
Languages (ESOL), and General Education Development (GED) preparation. The
Reading and Writing course was for employees wishing to improve their spelling, reading
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and writing skills. The adult students in this ABE class were employees from different
workplaces with different social and cultural backgrounds.
The researcher had been co-teaching this class for one year and a half and was
familiar with all the students. ABE students who wanted to expand his or her ability to
build a good relationship with the schools in the local community and who was interested
in helping the young ESL learners to improve writing skills were encouraged to
participate in this study.
The names of the pen-pals were submitted to the ESL teachers who wrote the
adult pen-pal names on a list. The ESL students were asked to choose one pen-pal that
they liked from the name list. Then, The pen-pals’ names were received by the ESL
teachers after being matched with each student. The ESL students and pals were not
matched for color, but for gender, some were matched, some were not.

Procedures

The following procedures were used so that the data could be collected. The
researcher, the ESL teachers and the teacher assistant were together to explain the nature
of the study to the ESL students in the first week in January and asked if they would be
interested in participating in the project. After the selection of subjects, their pen-pals,
and the ESL class was finished, the researcher did observations in the ESL class for two
days in the first week in order to get an overview of the setting and be more familiar with
the individual learners.
After this introductory time, the initial interview was conducted with each ESL
student participating in the study. This was done in the ESL classroom where the other
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students were doing class work with the ESL teachers and teacher assistant. The
interview was audio-taped and transcribed, and also the researcher took notes of the
child’s physical behaviors in the interview. The format for both initial and exit
interviews were informal, using interview guides that were attached at the end of this
paper (Appendix G).
As mentioned previously, the participating ESL students wrote eight letters during
the study. They were supposed to write one letter every two or three weeks. All letters
were put in their writing folders. To encourage timely submissions, the students were
promised an “A” each time for their writing record when they finished one letter and gave
to the ESL teachers on time. However, before ESL learners started to write the first
letter, a sample letter was showed and modeled to the ESL learners as a way of
demonstrating the processes of writing a letter. An outline, some ideas and suggestions
were offered to them as well.
However, in regard to ESL learners in particular, they had no specific criteria
associated with their letter writing. Teachers and researcher encouraged the ESL learners
to write what they wanted to write. ESL students could use their own words to
communicate with their pen-pals, to express themselves and to ask questions. They could
make all decisions themselves in selecting writing topics and about how to create and
communicate their own meanings.
After the ESL learners finished writing each of their letters, they were asked to
edit their letters first before giving them to their teachers. Without affecting the contents
of the letters, then the teachers would do further editing on their writing samples, and
return the draft letters to the students. Finally, the students rewrote their letters after a
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final edit and placed their finished products in envelopes which were prepared for them.
The students wrote their pen-pals’ addresses on the envelopes themselves.
I he letters were not mailed out, but were picked up by the researcher, who in turn
personally delivered them to the adult pen-pals. Whenever the replies from the adult pen¬
pals to the ESL learners were given to the researcher, who in turn, delivered the responses
to the ESL teachers. The ESL teachers delivered them to each student. The students read
the letters first; if she or he had any problem in understanding the meaning of the letter,
the teacher read and explained the meaning to him or her.
Three questionnaires were designed to get information from the ESL students, the
pen-pals and the ESL teachers. There were fifteen questions on the ESL student’
questionnaire, the teacher questionnaire had eight questions and the pen-pals’
questionnaire had eight too (See Appendix H).
The ESL student questionnaire was designed to determine if they had more
confidence in second language writing. The questionnaire also explored if they felt that
this social writing activity was more helpful, and if they had a clearer sense of personal
voice. Lastly, they were asked if they felt that their writing was better than before. The
information from the questionnaire was abstracted from the categories answered with
“more”, “less”, “none”, and “most”.
The pen-pals’ questionnaire was used to explore how they experienced helping
with the ESL writing activity. Questions were posed to ascertain if they felt it important
to help the ESL learners, if they felt they had a good understanding of ESL learners, and
if they considered that the letter writing to the ESL learners had improved their own
writing skills.
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The teacher questionnaire was used to assess the teachers’ attitude toward this
social writing activity, their views of writing, and their belief that ESL learners, while
they were learning English, could write, could create their own meaning.
At the end of this study, there was an exit interview, which was conducted with
the study participants, and was also audio-taped. All the ESL students participated in it.
The questions were the same as in initial interview, but additionally the students were
asked to give comments about their letter writing experiences in this project.

Pre-Test and Post-Test

In order to identify the ESL students’ progress of writing ability and to determine
the effectiveness of the social activity of writing to a real reader, both pre-test and post
test were used to assess the progress of ESL students’ writing. The pre-test was the first
letter that Each ESL student wrote to a person whom he or she did not know but was his
or her pen-pal later at the beginning of the study. At the end of this study, the same
request was made again, their last letters were used as the post-test. In order to measure
the results of pre-test and post-test for this research, the students’ ESL teachers who were
trained rated the letter writings. Both pre-test and post-test were scored by the ESL
teachers with the holistic scoring method.

Holistic Scoring Method

In the history of writing assessment, several different kinds of assessment
strategies and devices have been used with varying degrees of success. However, many
studies of writing have at one point or another made judgement in holistic terms. Since
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holistic evaluation uses actual writing samples to get an overall impression of student
writing ability, rather than to identify or count errors, this technique is most often used in
the writing assessment. Especially, holistic assessment has been welcomed by many
educators because it involves teachers themselves in setting the standards for ranking,
rather than the standards being imposed from the outside (Stack, 1988).
In the area of ESL writing assessment, holistic approach is seen as both a valid
and reliable method for measuring ESL students' writing competency. As the test results
in this study were needed for the purpose to see the overall impression of the letter
writing, rather than a detailed analysis of errors, thus, the holistic scoring method was
selected to assess the pre-test and post- test for this study.

Holistic Scoring Scale

For this study, the traits of good ESL letter writing were broken into seven
categories as the researcher and ESL teachers emphasized in ESL writing. These general
categories of what the ESL teachers valued included choosing writing topics, producing
meaningful writing, writing with different styles, spelling, punctuation, capitalization and
grammar usage.
In order to assess the different aspects of writing, the researcher divided the list of
seven categories into two parts: quality of writing and mechanics of writing as previously
mentioned. Any number of categories was created. Categories were also weighted so
that quality of writing categories lead to 60 percent of the grade while mechanics of
writing categories constituted 40 percent.
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Within each category the researcher made a judgment on a scale that ranked the
letter writing of ESL students from 2 the lowest score to 10 the high score:
Low
2

High
4

6

8

10

To have scores for all categories to be added to arrive at a grade, the researcher
worked out an analytic scale that lead to a total score of 100. The scale designed for this
study attributed 60% of the grade to quality of writing, divided equally among choosing
writing topic, producing meaningful writing, and writing with different styles. An
additional 40% of the grade was attributable to mechanics of writing, divided equally
among spelling, punctuation, capitalization and grammar usage. The form of an analytic
scale for ESL students’ letter writing used for this study is attached in Appendix F.
In the light of the information gained from the collected letters of ESL students to
their pen-pals, the researcher refined the description of scoring criteria for the indi vidual
score. For the purpose of this study, the scoring criteria were described based on an ESL
student’s ability to communicate meaning in writing and use the conventions of written
expression. Since the judgement on a scale that ranked the letter writing was from 2 the
lowest score to 10 the high score, so the individual score on a scale represented a level of
ESL writing performance. Below was a generalized description of the scoring criteria:

Score 2

Not an understandable, clear message in letter writing.

Score 4

Messages that can be readily understood but with numerous
deficiencies in wording, spelling, punctuation and capitalization.
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Score 6

An understandable message in writing but demonstrates poor order
skills such as vocabulary and sentence structure.

Score 8

Clear messages in letter writing, however the writing consists of all
basic sentence patterns.

Score 10

Demonstrates good order skills such as vocabulary, sentence
structure and interpretation.

The actual description of the score criteria for the individual score used in this
study appears in Appendix E.

J
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CHAPTER IV
DATA ANALYSIS

Introduction
This dissertation sought to assess the writing progress of ESL students when they
wrote to a real reader, and additionally to determine if the use of meaningful writing
activity involving social interaction of writing to a real reader positively affected ESL
students writing development. The data collected and analyzed from implementing letter
exchanges with the fourteen ESL children and ABE adult learners is discussed in this
chapter.
Pre-test and post-test were given to the fourteen ESL students. Only were the
students with pre-test and post-test data reported in the results. These ESL students
answered the student questionnaire and the exit interview questions which gave the
researcher more information about their feelings and writing experiences in this study.
Figure 2 shows the data collected from the student questionnaire.
v

Two ESL teachers were requested to answer a questionnaire with the purpose of
gathering information about their attitudes toward this writing activity and their
perceptions about the participating students’ interests, confidence and changes in writing
skills; in short, the effects of pen-pal writing activity. The ESL teachers filled out the
teacher questionnaire at the end of the project (Appendix H). Figure 3 shows the data
collected from the teacher questionnaire.
The ABE adult learners who were participating in this project as pen-pals with
ESL students also filled out the pen-pal questionnaire (Appendix H). The purpose of
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pen-pal questionnaire was to gather information about how they felt about their support
and what they understood about ESL students. Figure 4 shows the data collected from
the pen-pal questionnaire.
Tables showing the data collected on pre-test and post-test of letter writing and
writing questionnaire, and interviews are all shown in the appendices.

Results
There are two main parts for data analysis, quantitative and qualitative. Statistical
analysis of the data collected on pre-test and post-test was performed by students’ t test
using SPSS (Statistical Package of Social and Science). Descriptive statistics showed the
score differences between the pre-test and post-test. This method was also used to obtain
frequency responses for all other measures which included the quality of letter writing
and mechanic of letter writing, the interviews, teacher questionnaire, student
questionnaire, and pen-pal questionnaire.
The first part presents the quantitative analysis. In order to find out the mean and the
standard deviation for the ESL students’ test, the score differences were used, not the pre¬
test or post-test scores. Table 1 shows the letter writing pre-test and post-test of the
fourteen ESL students participating in the study. This table indicates the score
differences of each ESL student between pre-test and post-test. For example, if the
student test shows an increase in score, the difference is positive. If the student test
shows a decrease in score, the difference is negative. When the student test shows neither
an increase nor decrease in score, the difference is zero, which means no improvement
has been made.
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For that reason, it was also appropriate to obtain the summary of calculate means and
standard deviation for each aspect of writing-quality and mechanic of letter writing.
Table 2 shows the summary of the calculated means and standards deviation for the
quality and mechanic of letter writing. It also includes all the calculated T values.
The second part of the data analysis was qualitative in nature. As the score results
were used by the teachers and researcher for the purposes of answering the research
questions and of identifying the development made by each of the ESL students in the
writing activity, so the development of the five analytic scales was qualitatively
developed and it was selected as an instrument for holistic assessment which provided a
rank ordering of scores. The criteria measure was designed by the researcher for each
individual score from 2 the lowest score to 10 the high score (see attached form in
Appendix E).
Further, the data collected from interviews, student questionnaire, teacher
questionnaire and pen-pal questionnaire were all qualitatively analyzed to answer the
research questions under certain categories.
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Table 1: Letter Writing Table for Student-t (Total Score)

Students

Pre-test

1

65

70

+5

2

30

69

3

90

94

+39
+4

4

72

86

+14

5

49

6

67

69
75

7

60

69

+9

8

59

74

9
10

55

62
73

11

59
59

+15
+7
+14

12

62

13

78

14

70

Post-test

Differences

+20

+8

65
78

+6
+16
-5
+5

73
75

Table 2: Summary of Score Results for Student-Test

ASPECTS
4

Mean

Stand.Dev

T Value

Letter Writing

11.21

10.20

4.11

Quality of wring

7.42

5.51

5.04

Mechanic of Writing

3.64

6.45

2.11

OF WRITING
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Statistical Analysis
Letter Writing

The purpose here is to show that the mean number of the differences in “pre-test
and post-test” is significantly different. Thus, the hypothesis is:

HA:

Mean post> Mean pre

Data are calculated for a risk of 5%, we find a = 0.05 and N = 14, a one-tail test
and a degree of freedom N -1 = 13.
The value:

tcrit (0.05) = 1.77

So the t-test criterion is:
Accept the NH if t < 1.77
Reject the NH if t > 1.77
When calculating the value of t
We obtain: t = 4.11
Since the calculated value of t is large than 1.77, the null hypothesis is rejected,
meaning that the score is significantly better.

*

Quality of Writing

The purpose here is to show that the mean number of the differences in aspect of
quality of writing is significantly different with the same formula above, we obtain:
t = 5.04
Since the calculated value of t is also large than 1.77, the null hypothesis is
rejected, meaning that the score is significantly better.
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Mechanic of Writing

The purpose here is to show that the mean number of differences in the mechanic
of writing is different, again using the previous formula, we obtain: t = 2.11
Since the calculated value of t is larger than 1.77, the null hypothesis is rejected,
meaning that the score is also improved.
As seen in Figure 1, for a 5% risk for error, the scores for the whole letter writing,
quality of writing and mechanic of writing are all improved after the pen-pal writing
activity.

Calculated t-value

Mechanic of
writing

Quality of
writing

Whole letter
writing

0

1

2

3

4

5

Whole letter writing

Quality of writing

Mechanic of writing

B Table value

1.77

1.77

1.77

§} Calculated t- value

4.11

5.04

2.11
.

Figure 1: Comparison ofT-Values
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Research Questions Analysis
Research Question 1

Research question 1 asked if the ESL students without native-like control of English
could be encouraged to write to a real reader. The bar graphed and analyzed by category
responses of student questionnaire, teacher questionnaire and pen-pal questionnaire
showed that the results were astounding!

Student Questionnaire

There were fifteen statements in the student questionnaire answered by replies of
“none, less, more and most”. Each student filled out this questionnaire at the end of the
study. All the students liked the pen-pal writing activity and felt this activity was fun and
interesting to them. But four ESL students stated that the pen-pal writing was hard and
not so very interesting to them. Eighty percent felt that pen-pal writing activity was very
helpful to improve their writing skills. Seventy percent felt their writing improved.
Every participating ESL student got responses from their pen-pals. The ESL
students reported that they shared their ideas with their pen-pals and got to know them
also. Seventy percent of the ESL students felt happy and had more confidence in writing
to their pen-pals. All students edited their letters prior to the teacher collecting them.
Sixty percent wrote their letters and edited them with computers. As most of them did
not learn how to use Internet, so only forty percent wrote to their pen-pals through Email, these students were so excited every time when they got E-mail from their pals.
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Most of the ESL students believed that they could make themselves understood in
their letters. They agreed that their pen-pals encouraged and helped them to feel good
about themselves and their writing.
Some of them exchanged pictures with their pen-pals and knew more about them.
Especially, the ESL students built a good relationship with them through letter writing.
The ESL student responses to the questionnaire confirmed that if given the opportunity
and encouragement, second language students without native-like control of English
would work to create meaning in written form. The results of questionnaire also
supported the belief that ESL children’s writing skills develop best when the teachers and
others such as their pen-pals believe that they are capable of expressing their thoughts and
ideas, and provide many opportunities for them to communicate meaning freely in
writing.
The results from Figure 2 also indicated that ESL students really needed
encouragement and support, not only from their own teachers, but also from the
significant others. They needed a great deal of social interaction with others and the
interaction with print in English language. Additionally, they did not need to wait until
they had complete control over the oral and written system of the language in order to
communicate meaningfully in writing. Their letter writing showed that as the ESL
students gained more control over the new language, their writing reflected their
development. The results of this study supported the notion that it is important for ESL
teachers to create a social context of writing and engage the ESL students in the writing
experience.
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STUDENT QUESTIONNAIRE

Like the activity
Fun and interesting
Very helpful to my writing
Have ideas to write
Want to know my pen-pal
Share my ideas
Received my pen-pal responses
Feel happy
Have confidence to write
Improved my writing
Make myself understood
Use computer to write
Edit my letter every time
Hope the activity to continue
Write through E-mail
0

20

40

60

80

gjjAgree with the statements

Figure 2: Percentage of Responses to Student Questionnaire
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Teacher Questionnaire

There were only two ESL teachers working with the ESL students in this school, and
both of them participated in this study. They answered the eight statements about their
perception of the project.
The teachers actively participated in this study and supported the project. They
collected the ESL students’ letters to the pen-pals and distributed the pen-pals’ reply
letters to the students. We can see from the teacher questionnaire that both teachers
strongly encouraged the ESL students to participate in this project and encouraged them
to continue writing to their pen-pals at the end of the study. They believed this activity
motivated the students to write and provided an excellent opportunity for them to write
what they wanted to a real reader. Both of them thought that this pen-pal writing activity
was really helpful to their ESL students. One teacher strongly believed that the ESL
students were interested in this activity and greatly motivated in writing, while the other
teacher thought some of them were not so interested because they had limited ESL
writing skills and seemed nervous. The two teachers agreed that the social interaction
played an important role in children’s writing development and they noticed their
improvement in writing skills and their confidence when they wrote to their pen-pals.
Both teachers also felt that the ESL students needed more writing practices in which
involved more social interaction. They agreed that the ESL students at the conclusion of
the study had more confidence to write than before the project began. The teachers
confirmed that the pen-pal writing activity provided ESL students a nice writing
experience. When the students had authentic tasks and a real purpose to write, they
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worked hard to create meaningful texts and to share their school life with others outside
of the school. Especially, they were eager to receive responses from their pen-pals and
they did. The two teachers noticed their students' excitement when they received the
letters from the pen-pals.
One teacher indicated a desire to continue with the pen-pal writing activity. The other
teacher was less positive and thought there were difficulties with the class schedules,
which made it hard to arrange the students to continue the activity.
The teacher questionnaire’s responses are shown in Figure 3, and clearly indicate the
ESL teachers’ perceptions of the ESL students’ development of writing skills through this
project as well as the importance and necessity of this study.

Teacher Questionnaires
Continue pen-pal writing
More confidence than before
Good writing experiences
Writing skills improved
More opportunities needed
Importance of interaction
believe their interestes
Helpful to ESL students
0

20

40

■ Teacher 1

60

80

□Teacher2

Figure 3: Percentage of Responses to Teacher Questionnaire
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Pen-Pal Questionnaire

All ABE adult learners were excited to participate in this study. There were eight
statements in pen-pal questionnaire. Each adult learner was requested to answer them at
the end of the study.
All of the adult pen-pals thought the pen-pal writing activity was helpful not only
to the ESL students but was also helpful to themselves. Eighty percent said that after the
exchange of letters to the ESL students they understood them better at the conclusion of
the study than at the beginning of the study. They all stated that the ESL students wrote
better after the study. All agreed that the activity was good and fun for the younger
students and themselves. Eighty five percent reported that they were so happy to be a
pen-pal for the ESL students. All said that the pen-pal writing activity gave both them
and ESL students a chance to create real communication. They wrote to each other about
their personal likes, dislikes and their difficulties in writing. Seventy percent thought
they had built a very good relationship with the ESL students. Eighty five percent
reported that they had improved their own writing skills during this process and learned
how to talk and encourage a student who needed support in their learning. All hoped that
they could continue to write with the ESL pen-pals after the study.
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Pen-pal Questionnaire

Hope to continue

Improved my own
writing

Good relationship
Creates a real
communication
Believe the students
write better
Good and fun for ESL
learners
Understanding of ESL
learners
Like to be a pen-pal

0

20

40

60

80

H Agree to the statements

4

Figure 4: Percentage of Responses to Pen-Pal Questionnaire
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Research Question 2

Research question 2 asked if the pen-pal writing activity would improve the ESL
students’ writing skills after the study. To answer this question we tested the ESL
students’ letter writing (total score) and also the two aspects (quality of writing and
mechanic of writing) with the student-test.
Table 1 and the tables in Appendix I show the data collected from the pre-test and
post-test of the letter writing and all other sub-scales of letter writing. Comparing pre-test
and post-test we found the following:
•

In the category of whole letter writing, 92% of the students increased their score.

•

In the category of quality of writing, 86% of the students increased the score.

•

In the category of mechanic of writing, 71% of the students increased their score.
A bar diagram Figure 1 shows that after the pen-pal writing, all the scores were

better as reflected on the post-test. Especially, a bar diagram Figure 1 shows that the
quality of writing was much better than mechanic of writing after the study.
To measure if there was a significant increase in letter writing and an increase in
sub-scales of letter writing after the study, we tested the null hypothesis with data
calculated for a risk of 5% and from t table t = 1.77.
Statistical analysis of all the data was performed by SPSS (Statistical Package of
Social and Science). For the whole letter writing, the calculated value for t was 4.11,
meaning that the score increased significantly after the activity.
Using the same parameters as above, we found that the calculated value for t was
5.04 for the quality of writing, meaning that the score was significantly different after the
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pen-pal writing activity. Also the score for mechanic of writing increased since the
calculated t was 2.11.

Grade Analysis in Second Language Learning

The grades of ESL students’ in reading, speaking, listening and writing were
compared with the student’s grade records after the study. The majority of the students’
grade records showed improvement in reading, speaking, listening and writing after the
study. Only one ESL student made progress slowly in reading, and one student did not
make any improvement in writing.
The ESL teachers recorded if an ESL student had made progress, a sign “+” was
placed under the corresponding grade category, indicating that the ESL student had made
progress. If the ESL student did not make any progress, sign

was put in under the

category, meaning no progress was made. Table 3 shows the improvement in the four
areas of reading, speaking, listening and writing based on the comparison of data
collected from the students’ grade records.
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Table 3: Improvement in Areas of Second Language Learning

Students

Reading

Speaking

Listening

Writing

1

+

+

+

+

2

+

+

+

+

3

+

+

+

+

4

+

+

+

+

+

+

+

5

+ but slowly

6

+

+

+

+

7

+

+

+

+

8

+

+

+

+

9

+

+

+

+

10

+

+

+

+

11

+

+

+

+

12

+

-f

+

+

13

+

+

+

-

14

+

+

+

+
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CHAPTER V
SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS

This final chapter summarized of what were discussed in this study. Additionally, we
made a discussion regarding of this study and highlighted a number of comments made
from this pen-pal writing activity. Lastly the recommendations and implication were
offered for the further study and the teaching of ESL writing.

Summary

This six-month research project was conducted with fourteen ESL students in an
elementary school in Massachusetts. The main purpose of this study was to explore if the
ESL students without native-like control of English could be encouraged to write to a real
reader. Another purpose of this study was to determine if the pen-pal writing activity,
which involved with social interaction, affected the development of ESL students’
writing skills. The fourteen ESL students participated in this study from the beginning to
the end.
The student questionnaire, teacher questionnaire and pen-pal questionnaire were
designed to obtain information from ESL students, ESL teachers and the pen-pal adult
learners which was used to determine if the ESL students without native-like control of
English could be encouraged to write to a real reader. The initial and exit interviews for
the ESL students were designed for the same purpose.
The information received from questionnaires and interviews confirmed that these
students could be encouraged to write to someone whom they had not met, and that their
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writing skills improved by being involved in such a project. With the encouragement and
support from teachers and their pen-pals as significant others, fourteen ESL students
actively participated this activity and wrote to their pen-pals on their writing skills. The
students were eager and happy to receive responses from their pen-pals and felt good
about themselves. Having a real reader and clear purpose to write, the ESL children had
high interests and made use of their print knowledge and sent their messages to their pen¬
pals. The project was such a success that the students hoped to continue writing to their
pen-pals even after this study was concluded.
The teachers had a positive reaction to the project as they felt their ESL students
needed more writing opportunities for practice in order to improve their writing skills.
They believed that this activity involving with social interaction was fun and really
helpful to the ESL students. They also reported that the ESL students who participated in
the study had more confidence than before the study began and made more progresses in
quality of writing.
ABE adult learners served as pen-pals for the ESL students in this study. They were
happy to have a good chance to understand and know about young second language
students from the exchange of letters. The ABE adult learners built a nice respectful
relationship with the ESL students. They gave encouragement and support to the ESL
students in their reply letters, which greatly affected the ESL students writing attitudes,
interests and motivation. The ABE learners felt it was very important to have ESL
programs for the ESL students in the public schools and felt a commitment to help the
second language students improve their writing skills.
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The comments received from students at the exit interview were surprising. The ESL
students said they never had a pen-pal before, so they thought that they had a nice writing
experience in this activity. They realized the power of language that people could make
friends through writing, even if they had not met each other before. Additionally, they
learned how to write a letter and how to communicate with people in letter writing. Also,
they thought pen-pal writing was different from classroom writing, because they did not
need to follow the teachers’ instruction. They could express their own interests and
points of view. This was reflected in choosing their own topics and ideas to write about.
Each student did initial editing on their letters with computer as they did not want their
pen-pals to misunderstand their meaning.
The ESL participants in this study were tested twice through pre-test and post-test to
determine any positive changes in their writing skills. The test results were used to
determine whether the pen-pal writing activity affected the ESL students writing
development.
The student-test was used to test the overall letter writing along with the sub-scales
about the quality of writing and mechanic of writing. The null hypothesis was tested with
data calculated for a risk of error at 5%. Based on the degree of freedom for this sample
population, a t value was 1.77 obtained from the t table. Statistical analysis of data
showed that for the letter writing the calculated value for t was 4.11, the calculated value
for t was 5.04 for the quality of writing, and the calculated t was 2.11 for mechanic of
writing. The score had significantly increased in letter writing, quality of writing and
mechanic of writing that meant the ESL students developed their writing skills after the
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pen-pal writing activity. The score results also indicated that the ESL students did much
better in quality of writing than mechanic of writing.
Data collected through ESL teachers’ grade records of ESL students before and after
the study showed that in addition to their improvement in writing skills, the ESL students
also improved in reading, speaking, and listening skills.
The results greatly supported the belief that second language learning processes in
reading, writing, speaking, and listening develop simultaneously and interdependently
(Hudelson, 1989). It seems very important for the ESL teachers to consider that when a
student learns a second language, all areas of second language learning support and
connect to each other. No one area is more important than the others and thus is specially
emphasized.

Discussion

The review of research on ESL children’s writing shows that ESL students, while
they are still learning English, can write; they can create their own meaning (Hudelson,
1989). Children need to communicate and make sense of their environment long before
they enter formal schooling, therefore, they are very much aware of the written language
in their environment, second language children are no exception. When they come to
school, these children who speak no English or little English are reading some of the print
in their environment and are using that print to increase their English knowledge
(Perrotta, 1994). Research findings suggest that when ESL children gain more
experiences with writing, they discover that writing is organized differently for different
purposes and also begin to think about their audience. After children have experimented
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with their own temporary spelling, they usually adopt the standard form in their writing
(Goodman, 1986; Perrotta, 1994).
This study project in which the ESL students were engaged in an activity of writing to
a real reader supported the above research findings that ESL students who are still
learning English can make use of the print to communicate their ideas and interact with
their pen-pals on their writing skills. The changes that occurred in their writing skills
indicated that this interaction ultimately helped them develop their competence in ESL
writing.
In our literate society, productive forms of language -speech and writing- exist
side by side along with the receptive forms, listening and reading in literate society. All
are mutually supportive in language learning and don’t develop alone (Milz, 1981).
Y.Goodman (1976) stated that “Children learn to read and write in the same way and for
the same reason that they learn to speak and listen”.
The pen-pal writing activity strongly supported the belief that all the second
language learning processes don’t develop alone. Writing is the act of putting words
together for particular purpose and can facilitate reading progress by helping the ESL
students to understand more fully how language works. Writing can also encourage
talking, by giving a topic to talk about. There are some other important reasons for
learning to write. For example, writing can reinforce the vocabulary and grammatical
structures the ESL students are learning, and writing can help the students to use what
they have learned to form new writing knowledge.
The results of grade report of ESL students showed that the pen-pal writing
activity encouraged ESL students’ to write, in turn, they improved their skills in writing.
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At the same time, they also made progresses in reading, listening, and speaking after the
study. When the ESL students connected to all learning in second language and gained
more proficiency, all their grades were likely to increase. This is what second language
learning is about.
Building on Vygotsky’s view that it was the social world that motivated the
children’s learning and that all developmental achievements were learned first in social
interaction and were later internalized and began to occur inside the child, second
language research suggests that “second language acquisition is facilitated when the
target language is used in a natural communicative context” (Diaz, 1986,p. 169). From
this point of view, the teaching of writing should reflect real communication, centering on
ESL students’ interests and real needs, which includes the social context.
This particular study conducted through the activity of letter exchanges between
ESL students and ABE adult learners provided ESL students with a meaningful social
context - the opportunities to write to a real reader for a real purpose. The study results
suggested that this activity, embedded in a social context, was preferred by the ESL
students and was highly effective in facilitating their writing development.
The research results also showed that therti was a bigger change in quality of
writing than in mechanic of writing. This actualized the findings that the letter writing
offered an excellent vehicle for realistic composing. A letter to a pen-pal as a way of
communicating an expression, ideas or feelings to another person helped an ESL student
see him or herself as an author and create a real communication with written language.
So activities that can stimulate the ESL students’ motivations and interests should be
organized in ESL writing practice.
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As the significant others are an important factor in helping ESL students succeed in
school, not only teachers are expected to play a significant role in ESL students learning,
but also are parents, their peers and other capable adults expected to be the most
influential persons in their learning.
The data collected from this study supported the theoretical views that social
interaction with literate adults was a key feature and an important role in learning to
write. ABE adult learners were responsible for being pen-pals to ESL students, and they
gave encouragement, support through their responses to the ESL students. Pen-pal
writing activity alerted the ESL students to the needs and interests of adult readers, and
directed writing toward a particular reader for a real purpose. Most of the ESL students
said they had a nice writing experience with their pen-pals and had learned a lot from
their pen-pals’ letters such as how the letter began, how people were addressed and how
the message was signed in a letter. They indicated a strong wish to keep their friendship
with their pen-pals and wanted to continue to write to them.
For children growing up in a “print-filled” culture, the need to communicate is, of
course, not restricted to oral language, because writing serves a legitimate function in a
child’s personal and social life. The evidence of recent years has been that those
“thinking” children are there busily making sense of the world of print. Research
suggests that children are intensely interested in the object that we call print, are curious
about it, and are constantly puzzling out why it is there, and what it does (Goodman,
1984; Health, 1983). ESL students, like all children, do the same thing. As they
approach second language writing, the ESL students are making predictions about how
English written language works. They want and need to use the new language (as they
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have already learned to use their native language) to accomplish their purposes and to
express their intentions. Second language learners work hard, employing various
strategies, in order to be included in ongoing activities (Fillmore, 1976).
The study conducted through the pen-pal writing activity to determine the effect of
writing to a real reader on the writing skills of ESL students has produced a similar result.
The letter examples showed that ESL students did the various kinds of writing people do
in the real world and followed the same kinds of procedures in their letter writing.
In the discussion of the results of the effect of pen-pal writing activity between the
ESL students and ABE adult learners, it is concluded that the effect of this writing
activity proved to be positive and the writing skills of ESL students improved.
This research study suggests that ESL students could put their ideas down on paper
and create their own meanings in written forms and respond to the works of their pen-pals
when meaningful writing was encouraged and writing opportunities were provided. In
literacy development for children with limited English proficiency, the ESL teachers
should encourage and provide more opportunities for them to explore and test hypotheses
about how English is written.
This research also suggests that writing should be related to the child’s individual
needs and the writing topics must be those that children are interested in. Especially, the
teachers should purposefully create an environment where ESL students can use writing
to communicate with others. Since speech is learned in a communication situation with
people sharing a meaningful and relevant context, writing also has to deal with real
situation and subjects about which children like to communicate.
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Comments

The students’ letter samples collected from the pre-test and post-test were scored and
analyzed. The results showed clearly that the ESL students’ writing had improved during
the course of the study. The following are some comments made from the analysis of the
letter samples and from this pen-pal writing activity.

1. The pen-pal writing played a special role for realistic composing. The idea of
children writing to others their own age outside of school was not new, but the
work practice suggested that letters provided a meaningful opportunity to explore
writing different forms of text (Robbinson, Crawford and Hall, 1990).
Research study showed that ESL students saw pen-pal writing as purposeful.
They saw that there was an authentic reason for writing, so they engaged in this
activity with high interests and enthusiasm. This was really true that the pen-pal
writing involved correspondence or evoked some responses from the readers. For
the special group of ESL children, it was not so much the writing to the pen-pal,
but the receiving of the responses from the pen-pals that made the activity so fun
and helpful.
Writing clearly to a pen-pal was not easy for the ESL students. The more the
student cared about their pen-pal, the more it became important and necessary for
him or her to make their own meaning clearly. The caring for another people
helped overcome the difficulties in writing. In this regard writing to a pen-pal
was a good opportunity for ESL students to take risks in creating meaning and
experiment with language.
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When the pen-pal asked a question in their reply letter, the ESL student had to
answer clearly. If the pen-pal could not understand well about the answer, the
ESL student had to explain again. When the pen-pal wrote about his life and
study in the letter, the ESL could not understand well, then the ESL student had to
ask for more explanation in their next letter. Thus, the letter writing became a
task that the ESL student learned how to do these things in the letter.

2. The pen-pal writing activity represented a meaningful writing experience. The
activity ran for about six months. During the time, the ESL students’ writing
done in association with their pen-pals was only a part of writing of the ESL
students, as they still had their own ESL class writing. Nevertheless, the pen-pal
writing offered the ESL students a meaningful writing experience, because they
had a real reader to write to, they wrote with their own ideas, they chose their own
topics and they expected the responses from their pen-pals.

3. It represented experience of using many different text forms. The study showed
that the ESL students even without native-like control of English could be
interested in forms of writing that were very different from classroom writing.
The letter writing gave the ESL students the chance to deal with a variety of
forms. The letter samples showed that they wrote letters to say “happy birthday”
to pen-pals, to express an idea and their feeling, to congratulate, to thank their
pen-pals, and to apologize and explain. Each of these language functions had its
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own associated vocabulary, appropriate choice of words, special sentence
structures and tone to fit the pen-pals.

4. The pen-pal writing encompassed more forms of writing than the typical
classroom writing. Similar to oral communication, the communication to the pen¬
pals through letters was also functional. The ESL students wrote letters in order
to say real things to real people. What they wrote was self-generated rather than
teacher-generated. It was intended to accomplish communicative goals felt by
ESL students rather than the goals imposed by ESL teachers. Also, the
communication in pen-pal writing was interactive, unlike the classroom writing
which was designed for only their teachers.
The ESL students liked to write to a real reader from unknown to know, they
wrote with expectation of a response all the time. In learning how to relate to a
real reader, the ESL students were also acquiring the use of a tool that would be of
value to them for the rest of their lives.
The pen-pal writing gave the ESL students a powerful sense of audience. They
understood that the audience was not simply something implied by a written piece
of paper. The pen-pal readers were actively out there and were likely to respond
to them and were eager to share their ideas with them.

5. A clarification point should be raised here. It is necessary to make distinction
between written grammar and writing skills. Some teachers may think that the
ESL students don’t have “basic skills”, they have been faced with a problem of
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how to create a text. It is true that ESL students are beginning writers and have a
long way to go in mastering many of the skills associated with competence.
However, from the data collected from pen-pal writing study, we can see there is
clear evidence that ESL children were working hard at trying to make sense of
what they wrote and of what they were learning.
Basic skills are not only skills to write neatly and spell correctly, but knowing
how to use one’s writing and to make written language be understood clearly are
all the basic skills that ESL children need to develop. A native English speaker
who has mastery of the common vocabulary and basic knowledge of English, may
not be a good writer. An ability to write a clear message, a logical paragraph or a
story involves more than just the ability to do syntactic manipulation on the
sentence level. It also requires the ability to use one’s own cognitive knowledge,
as well as intellectual and linguistic resources. In other words, a set of wellwritten sentences doesn’t necessarily form a well-written essay. The skill of
weaving sentences together to express one’s thoughts requires training and more
practice, not only for the ESL students, but for native-speaking children as well
(Taylor, 1980).

,

Therefore, we believe that this is much more a synthesis of “skills” than
conventional models involving endless spelling and handwriting practice, more training
and practice in writing should be provided for ESL children.
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Recommendations for Further Research
The study results required further research. One of the important reasons for more
study was the problem of time. This study lasted 22 weeks. Actually, except holidays
and spring vacation, there were only 20 weeks. The ESL students wrote to their pen-pals
eight letters in total. Naturally it is difficult to predict big changes in their ESL writing
ability in eight letters. That means if an ESL student continues to write to his or her pen¬
pal for a few years the changes expected in writing ability may be very different from the
changes in only eight letters. For further research on ESL writing development, we are
recommending to extend the time of the study for at least a whole school academic year.
Another important reason was the small sample size of the population (14 ESL students).
In order to assure the validity of the sample, it is recommended that a bigger sample of
the ESL student population should be used. In this particular case, a good sample will be
50 ESL students at least. But usually there are limited students in an ESL program, so it
is hard to form a big sample size of ESL students at one school.
Because of the small sample size, this research did not take into account of the
gender factor. If there is a bigger sample, we are recommending having half malestudents and half female-students. It will be interesting to compare the results and find
out if there are significantly different changes in writing ability from female to male
students as gender effect.
Moreover, we recommend that the research study may involve comparing an
experimental group to a control group. The control group only does the usual classroom
writing during the period of study, while the experimental group will participate in the
pen-pal writing activity. In this manner, to compare the ESL students writing
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development in the two groups and to determine the effect of pen-pal writing activity, the
study tests hypotheses that predict whether the differences between groups are
statistically significant.
Furthermore, we are concerned with the parental involvement in the research
study. As we often say that parents are the first teachers of their children, they play an
important and influential role in children’s life and their opinions are considered
meaningful. In the parents-children relationship, of course parents are the ones who
possess the power and absolute authority. Children understand that how they behave,
what they should do, what they are not allowed to do need to be adapted to their parents
expectations. A lot of research studies indicated that the effect of parent involvement in
schoolwork was highly positive in improving the children success. The studies also
demonstrated that there was a strong relationship between parental involvement and
students’ achievements in school.
For the ESL children, if we want them to improve the academic achievements, we
need substantial parental support. Teachers and administrators should invite parents to
work with them for developing lessons and designing activities for the students. With
parents’ encouragement, the children, especially ESL children, may do better in their
second language learning.
Finally, we are recommending that the culture and its relation to the individual
writer should be considered. The assumption behind this recommendation is that each
child is raised not only as a member of a family unit, but also as a member of communitya cultural group. When we talk about second language learners, we mean those children
are presented with more than one form of cultural group and language usage. This is
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because of a result of language and cultural differences within the society. So our
understanding of the cultural perspectives on ESL writing needs to be expanded, and
more emphasis and attention should be given to research on the implication of cultural
differences in learning to write in English as a second language.
Each of these above research recommendations would make substantial
contributions to the knowledge of teaching ESL writing and conducting of the ESL
writing research. The pen-pal writing activity designed for ESL students should be
explored further to determine if the writing with social interaction affects the writing
skills of the ESL students.

Implications for ESL Teaching

The results of this research study clearly showed that the second language learners
could write and learn more about written language and about the power of literacy by
carrying out meaningful writing activities, and the ESL students’ writing abilities
improved and developed through real writing, meaningful writing, and continued writing.
The study results suggest that writing should be considered as one of the second language
learning activities for the ESL students in elementary school.
Several findings identified from this study of pen-pal writing activity will be
discussed in order to see how the research findings might speak to the practice of
teaching of ESL writing.
The research findings from this study of pen-pal writing activity provide
important information to actualize the latest research finding that ESL students without
native-like control of English could be encouraged to write. As mentioned previously,
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children seem literally driven to learn language by their need to communicate (Goodman,
1986). In this study, the ESL students were encouraged to write to a pen-pal who they
did not know. They used their knowledge about print, took risks to create meaning in
written forms and exchanged letters to their pen-pals on their limited writing skills. It
was clear from the study that the ESL students were provided with interest, enjoyment
and a useful learning experience.
The encouragement of the pen-pal writing gave the ESL students’ pleasure. This
kind of pleasure stimulated their willingness to write. In turn, their willingness to write
to a pen-pal helped them develop their basic skills in writing. Basic skills were expected
to assure that the ESL students would be able to spell correctly, use the right capital
letters, use question marks, have a clear idea in the letter, choose their own writing topics
and produce meaningful writing. All of these are considered to be the important abilities
for an ESL student to develop when he is in ESL program and wants to write effectively
in his learning in elementary school.
One of the implications from this study concerns the use of writing as a part of the
learning experiences of second language learners. The results from this study suggest
that ESL teachers should alter their bel ief that they should teach children to understand
and speak English first. They base this belief from the assumption that language
develops sequentially from listening to speaking to reading, and finally to writing.
Hudelson (1984) pointed out that children’s ESL literacy was dominated by programs
that placed strict limitations on writing in order to prevent errors. Some ESL teachers
viewed writing as something that had to be done correctly. They thought that knowledge
of spelling and other conventions had to be in place before the ESL children could

91

attempt the independent creations of text. Therefore, they often focused on developing a
mastery of basic English skills and did not concentrate on teaching literacy.
Actually, the cautious approach to writing retards second language literacy
development in children (Penrotta, 1994). Teachers should accept ESL children’s ability
to recognize print in their environment and must realize that the children’s writing skills
develop best when they interact with others and learn from their environment.
This study showed us that with the ESL teachers’ and pen-pals’ encouragement,
the ESL students made use of their print knowledge, took risks and expressed their
thoughts and opinions in their writing. From results we can see that the ESL learners’
development as writers depended a great deal upon the teachers’ encouragement and
expectations as well as the pen-pals’. The influence of teachers’ views of writing greatly
affected the students’ writing. It is further suggested that only through meaningful
writing, can the ESL students ultimately develop their competence in English.
A further implication from this study concerns writing as a social activity. The
findings from this study showed that the pen-pal writing was a good social activity. The
data analyses revealed links between social interaction and motivation for leaning to
write. For example, 90% of the ESL students were excited to participate in this activity,
as they could write by interacting with their pen-pals. They had opportunities to see their
pen-pals’ writing as a special part of their own writing resources and to share what they
had been learning and doing in their letter writing. This type of sharing with their pen¬
pals often sparked new interest for themselves. Especially, the need to express messages
in ways that would be understandable to pen-pals motivated ESL students to activate their
existing writing knowledge related to ongoing writing activity, which also encouraged
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them to form new writing knowledge. It was obvious that learning to write was
motivated by social interaction in pen-pal writing activity.
Table 4 shows several types of writing behaviors in pen-pal writing activity that
involved connections between letter writing and social interaction. These generated
hypotheses in this study helped to explain the nature of the connections.

Table 4: Connections Between Writing Motivation and Social Interaction

Letter Writing Behavior

Hypotheses

Reading pen-pal’s letter

Writing skills are learned from others.

Using one’s existing writing skills to
respond.

The need to communicate to the pen-pals
encourages risk-taking of creating meaning.

Noticing the need of clear
communication.

Encourages learning the new writing skills and
forming new knowledge of writing.

Making connections between pen-pal’s
letters to keep on-going activity.

Willingness to build friendship encourages to
link one’s writing to pen-pal’s text.

Building a shared understanding of the
purposes and writing content.

The importance of clear communication with
pen-pal encourages good editing of writing.

We could not teach a student to write without teaching him to interact with others
through print. Some of the most important interaction, important because of its value for
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modeling helpful interaction, was between the child and the adults. It should be noted
that ESL students’ willingness to engage in positive social exchanges with their pen-pals,
the adult learners served as important motivation for their exploration of writing. As the
pen-pal questionnaire showed that all pen-pals always responded positively to ESL
students’ attempts to express themselves in letter writing.
The data from this study suggested that social interaction was embedded in
writing knowledge and writing skills. But social interaction played another role in
learning to write, that was writer /reader interaction involving an exchange and
negotiation of meaning through a cooperative exchange of communication roles. Holiday
(1978b) described the way young children and their caregiver constructed shared
knowledge of the world and shared language to describe it through the shared
experiences. In the pen-pal writing activity, the ESL students learned about writing in a
similar way. It was by exchanging meaning in their letters that ESL students and pen¬
pals came to construct shared concepts about writing and build a shared understanding of
the content, processes and purposes of writing.
In this study, social interaction was not only an exchange of meaning through
letter writing, it was also a means of building social relationship with their pen-pals. Data
showed that friendship negotiations were a part of events in this activity. The student
questionnaire showed that all of the ESL students liked their pen-pals, learned a lot from
them, got encouragement from them. Some even exchanged their pictures to each other.
Because of the opportunities the ESL students and pen-pals had to interact with each
other about authoring activities, they became acquainted with the interests, ability, and
writing experiences of each other. It was this information that allowed both ESL students
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and pen-pals to make predictions about the meaning, and purposes of each letter, and to
provide relevant responses, and suggestions and help. Not only did the friendship with
pen-pals facilitated the writing interests of ESL students involved, but this kind of
friendship encouraged ESL students to explore new aspects of writing.
If there was anything we had learned about ESL writing in the past twenty-five
years, it was that you should create a social context where the ESL children could use
/

writing to communicate. We could say that in many ways the most compelling and
immediate reason to explore print was to gain access to social interaction (Rowe, 1994).
In this research study, it was the social interaction in the pen-pal writing activity that
lured ESL students into the wold of literacy and pushed them to use writing to
communicate. In order to help the ESL students to participate fully in the life of
classrooms and to develop their writing skills, the writing experiences with others should
be provided to them. Thus, the writing activities for the ESL students should be designed
to encourage the development of a collaborative relationship for equal exchanges between
them and the others, and to offer ESL students with many functional opportunities to use
writing to communicate.
To summarize, social interaction discussed above serves important functions in
the learning of ESL writing. First, it can serve as a context for learning to write. As it is
through an exchange of meaning in the writing that ESL students, teachers and the
significant others such as pen-pals or peers can build a shared understanding of the
purpose of writing and have a source of ideas for writing.
Second, social interaction can also serve as a means for learning to write. It is
through the communication in writing that ESL students challenge their existing
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knowledge, learn to use the demonstrations of other writers, learn to use the question
sentences to seek information, learn to request, and gradually form new knowledge in
writing and form new understanding about writing.
It is the hope of this researcher that educators, curriculum developers and ESL
teachers need to broaden the ESL instructional focus on incorporating writing into
classroom activities for the second language students if our goal is to help ESL students
to be able to write effectively and be successful in English language classrooms.
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APPENDIX A
QUESTIONS PARENTS AND TEACHERS ASK ABOUT CHILDREN WHO ARE
LEARNING ENGLISH AS A SECOND LANGUAGE

The following information has been adapted from the Massachusetts Department
of Education Bureau of Equity and Language Services in an effort to provide teachers and
parents with useful information about the acquisition of a new language.

SHOULD CHILDREN GIVE UP THEIR FIRST LANGIUAGE WHILE THEY ARE
LEARNING ENGLISH AS A SECOND LANGUAGE AND CONCERNTRATE ON
ENGLISH ONLY?
•

Research has shown that parents should continue to communicate with their
children in the native language rather than switching to English.

•

Research has also shown that children can develop stronger second language skills
when their first language is maintained during this process. Further, the continuation
of a child’s first language has been found to be an effective way to promote the
necessary conceptual and academic foundation needed for the successful acquisition
of a new language.

WILL CHILDREN LEARN ENGLISH ON THEIR OWN OR SHOULD THEY HAVE
SPECIAL ENGLSIH INSTRUCTION IN SCHOOL?
•

Children will likely learn conversational English skills from their peers. In order to
acquire the necessary cognitive and academic skills that are needed in order to learn
in English, English as a Second Language classes are provided.

SHOULD CHILDREN HAVE A NATIVE LANGUAGE TUTOR IN THEIR
CLASSROOM?
•

Native language tutors help children to continue to develop academically without
falling behind and to adjust comfortably in their new school.

•

Native language tutors help children who are not yet able to understand English to
interact with their teachers and classmates, to feel comfortable, and to participate in
their new environment and culture.
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Research has shown that children who maintain their native language while learning a
new one tend to learn the new language more effectively.
SHOULD CHILDREN PARTICIPATE IN A TRANSITIONAL BILINGUAL
EDUCATION PROGRAM WHEN IT IS AVAILABLE?
•

Instruction in the native language helps children who are not yet able to learn in
English to continue to develop academically with out falling behind and to adjust
comfortably to their new school.

•

Native language instructors help children who are not yet able to learn in English
interact with their teachers and classmates, to feel comfortable, and to participate in
their new environment and culture.

•

Research has shown that children who maintain their native language while learning a
new one tend to learn the new language more effectively.

SHOULD WE ENCOURAGE CHILDREN TO USE ENGLISH?
•

Many parents have expressed concern as to whether they should speak English to
their children. Parents should use the language that they and their children are most
comfortable using.

•

Parents should not feel compelled to use English only. Using English can be very
frustrating for children who do not yet understand English.

•

Parents should be encouraged to show interest in their children’s second language
acquisition by talking about what they are learning.

SHOULD PARENTS CORRECT CHILDREN WHEN THEY MAKE ERRORS IN THE
NEW LANGUAGE?
•

Constant correction of errors makes many children feel that they are not succeeding in
learning a new language. Most mistakes are gradually corrected as children hear
correct models and try to match them.

•

Corrections should be made in a positive way. For example, when a child says, I go
to school this morning”, the parent might say, “ Oh yes, you went to school this
morning”.

HOW LONG DOES IT TAKE TO LEARN ENGLISH?
•

An elementary school-aged child will usually be able to manage basic communicative
skills after about one year.

•

It takes 3 to 7 years for children to become fully proficient in English.
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APPENDIX B
SUGGESTED MATERIALS FOR CLASSROOM TEACHERS

The list below is a small sampling of materials from ESL program to help the
teachers work with students who have no or little understanding of English. ESL teacher
may have additional ideas about materials that can be useful and successful to help the
ESL students.

I.

BOOKS:
Animals Should Definitely Not Wear Clothing, Barrett
Bread, Bread, Bread, Morris
Color Farm, Ehlert
Color Zoo, Ehlert
EYEWITNESS JUNIOR SERIES, for example:
* Amazing Flying Machines, Kerrod
* Amazing Cars, King
* Amazing Animal Disguises, Sowler
* Amazing Butterflies, Still
Hand, Hand, Fingers, Thumb, Perkins
Hats, Hats, Hats, Morris
JUNIOR SCIENCE SERIES, Jennings
* Bouncing and Rolling
* Earthworms
* Floating and Sinking
' *
* Seeds
* Time
* Weather
Loving, Morris
Old hat. New Hat, Berenstanin
Sheep in a Jeep, Shaw
Sheep on a Ship, Shaw
Sheep in a Shop, Shaw
Any of the Wright Books & Bill Martin Series: Read together with accompanying
tapes. Sets 1, 2, & 3 can be used for non-readers.
Follow-up activities can be used with students who have some English.
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II*

ART MATERIALS: Any art materials might be used to involve students who are
non-or limited English proficient in a variety of independent activities.

III.

ATTRIBUTE BLOCKS

IV.

DLM CARD BOXES: Use any of the sets for vocabulary and concept instruction.
Use for word matching and labeling strategy activities, etc.

V.

FILMSTRIPS:
1. “Animals in the Fall, Winter preparation”
2. “Words and Sounds and Consonant Sounds”
3. “Words and Sounds, Things to See and to Touch”

VI.

FRANK SCHAFFER: Choose any of these books or similar books to reinforce
letter identification, concepts, and vocabulary:
1. Following Directions
2. The Consonant Book
3. Animals

VII.

LAIDLAW LANGUAGE EXPERIENCE PROGRAM: Use this program to
introduce vocabulary.

VIII.

PEABODY KIT: Reinforce vocabulary and classification concepts

IX.

PUZZLES: Alphabet, Animal and Occupation puzzles, etc. can be readily used
with primary grades students. Upper grade students can also become involved in
puzzle activities such as U.S. or world puzzle activities.

X.

SOFTWARE: There is a wide variety of appropriate software available in each
school. Lists below are programs that have been favorites.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

“Delta Drawing”
“Math Rabbit”
“Number Muncher”
“Reader Rabbit”
“Sticky Bear”
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APPENDIX C
LETTER TO PARENTS AND PERMISSION FORM
Letter

Dear parents:
I am a graduate student in education at the University of Massachusetts. I am
currently working on completing the requirements for my doctoral degree. The subject of
my research is: “Developing the Writing Skills of Second Language Students through the
Activity of Writing to a Real Reader.” As part of the research work I will conduct an
activity designed of writing to a real reader to improve ESL students’ writing ability.
For this purpose I am requesting your kind help. Your child will be invited to
participate in this activity and will exchange a series of letters with an adult pen-pal. You
should know that this activity requires a commitment of approximately 25 weeks (one
letter every three weeks), scheduled to start in January and be ended in June. All the ESL
children participating in this study will have both pre-test and post-tests and they will be
interviewed twice with the interview guides and will fill out a questionnaire to determine
that the social writing activity is more helpful and their writing is better than before.
My goal is to help the ESL students develop their writing skills in second
language, to have a good understanding of them and to determine the effects of this
exchange on the writing skills of ESL students. Each interview will be transcribed by me
and the scoring criteria designed for ESL learners will assess students’ writings.
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Finally, I will analyze all the findings of my study and present them in my
doctoral dissertation. I may also wish to use some of the interview materials for
presentations to interested groups, or for purposes in my ESL teaching.
I guarantee that I will not use the name of your child and that all other personal
information regarding your child will be kept confidential as well as the name of school
or the town. Your child will be free to withdraw from part or all of this study at any time.
If you are interested in this project and are willing to let your child participate,
please fill out the blanks and sign at the end of this letter.
Thank you for your attention to this matter. I will appreciate your support and
cooperation in this study. Wish to hear from you soon.

Sincerely,

Suhong Chang, Doctoral Student,
School of Education,
University of Massachusetts Amherst, MA.
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Permission Form

Please return the completed form and keep one copy for your files.

I,__have read the above statement and give the
permission to my child_to participate in this study as described, and
consent to the conditions stated above.

Signature of Parent_Date_

Suhong Chang, Doctoral Student,
School of Education, University of Massachusetts Amherst, MA

Please return the completed form and keep one copy for your files.

I,_have read the above statement and give the
permission to my child_to participate in this study as described, and
*

consent to the conditions stated above.

Signature of Parent

Date

Suhong Chang, Doctoral Student,
School of Education, University of Massachusetts Amherst, MA
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APPENDIX D
ESL STUDENTS’ NAME LIST AND INFORMATION

Students

Age

Nationality

Grade

Gender

1

8

Japan

3

Male

2

11

Ethiopia

3

Female

3

12

France

6

Female

4

11

China

6

Male

5

9

Puerto Rico

3

Female

6

11

Poland

6

Male

7

8

Senegal

3

Male

8

8

Taiwan

3

Female

9

12

China

6

Male

10

6

China

1

Female

11

9

Cambodian

4

Female

12

10

Poland

5

Female

13

11

Taiwan

6

Female

14

11

China

6

Male
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APPENDIX E
THE SCORING CRITERIA
In order to receive a separate score, analytic rating is used in the aspects of quality
of writing a letter and mechanics. For scoring the tests, the criteria for both quality and
mechanics are described in each scoring category from 2 the lowest score to 10 the high
score.
Score 2

The writing does not contain friendly heading, greetings and appropriate
endings. The child can’t express himself or herself clearly in the letter
because of numerous deficiencies in wording, spelling, punctuation and
capitalization. The length of text is only two or three sentences long.

Score 4

The child can use the accepted heading and greetings but without correct
punctuation. The child can organize some complete thoughts and express
them in writing. However, the writing may not readily be understood, or it
is a “list of sentences” with one or two words different in each sentence
and the same thoughts are repeated.

Score 6

The learner can respond to pen-pal’s letter with a number of related ideas
about a topic and can ask questions in return, although the child does not
demonstrate the use of good vocabulary, the use of correct sentence
structures and controlling ideas. The letter is at least one or two
paragraphs long.

Score 8

The child can write a letter to his or her pen-pal with a completed series of
ideas which are readily understood. The letter contains friendly heading,
greeting and ending with correct punctuation. The length of letter
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stretches to two or three paragraphs or even longer. However, the letter
consists of all basic sentence patterns.
Score 10

The child can write a letter with clear ideas that are expressed in using of
good words and non-basic sentence patters. The letter writing indicates a
clear knowledge of using appropriate heading, greetings, endings and
connection words to join two ideas. The length of letter stretches to
almost a page long. However, the writing may not contain insights or
creativity.

APPENDIX F
AN ANALYTIC SCALE FOR ESL STUDENTS’ LETTER WRITING
Quality of Writing a Letter
1. Friendly heading, greetings and appropriate endings.
Low

8

10

X 20

2. Interesting topic, clear expressions, creative wording.
Low

8

10

X 20

8

10

X 20

8

10

X10

8

10

X10

8

10

X10

8

10

X10

3. Different styles and length of text.
Low

Mechanics of Writing a Letter
1. Spelling
Low
2. Punctuation and capitalization
Low
3. Question marks
Low
4. Grammar usage
Low

4

Total = 100
An analytic scale for ESL students’ letter writing is designed based on the evaluation of
written expression that focuses on six general areas of performance:
1. Ideas/content

2. Organization

3. Vocabulary usage

4. Sentence structure

5. Spelling

6. Handwriting
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APPENDIX G
WRITING INTERVIEW GUIDES
Initial ESL Writing Interview Guides
I.

Explanation of the purpose of this study and the role of participants

II

Concept of writing as a second language
1. Do you write in English? Frequently or sometimes?
2. Do you like to write? Why or why not?
3. Do you write in your native language often?
4. What is writing for?
5. What do you think good writing is?
6. What do you think bad writing is?

II.

Willingness of writing to a real reader
1. Do you often write a letter to someone?
2. Do you want to have a pen-pal? Why or why not?
3. Do you want to make a friend with him or her through writing?
4. Can you tell me that there are any differences between writing to a teacher and
writing to a pen-pal?

IV.

Processes of writing to a real reader
1. What do you write when you write to your pen-pal?
2. How do you begin your writing? Do you think first or find the right word and
the right sentence first?
3. Do you keep your pen-pal in your mind when you are writing to them?
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4. How do you put your idea on paper?
5. Do you use drawing when you don’t know the word?
V.

Ideas of writing to a real reader
1. Can you tell me where you get your ideas when you write a letter?
2. Do you have a purpose to write to your reader?
3. How do you decide or choose your topic when you write?
4. How do you feel when you begin to write to your pen-pal?
5. Do you revise or add any changes to your letter after you finish it?
6. What do you think about the letter when you revise it?
7.

VI.

Will you write back soon when you get a letter from your pen-pal?

Conclusion
1. What else do you think you want to tell me about letter writing?
2. Do you want to write to your pen-pal soon?

VII.

Discussion of the study

Exit ESL Writing Interview Guides
The exit ESL writing interview guide will be based on the questions in initial
interview guide and the letter samples collected during the study. Each ESL learner will
be also asked about the experiences of writing to a real reader.
I.

Experiences of writing to a real reader
1. Do you think you have learned a lot from your pen-pal? What have you
learned?
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2. Is there a lot of fun of writing to a real reader?
3. Do you think forms of letter writing are very different from story or news? If
yes, give me some examples.
4. Do you care about your pen-pal when you write back to him or her? Why or
why not?
5. What are the difficulties for you when you write?
6. Do you have more confidence in writing now?
7. Are you a good writer now?
8. Do you want to keep the relationship with your pen-pal and continue to write
to him or her?
II.

Concept of writing as a second language (See Note below.)

III.

Willingness of writing to a real reader (See Note below.)

IV.

Processes of writing to a real reader (See Note Below.)

V.

Ideas of writing to a real reader (See Note below.)

VI.

Conclusion

Note: Both the initial and exit interviews are unstructured, informal and flexible. The
questions in an exit interview guide are almost the same as in initial interview. Only one
part of experiences of writing to a real reader is added in an exit interview.

APPENDIX H
QUESTIONNAIRES
Student Questionnaire

Questionnaire of the activity of writing to a pen-pal as a second language
Name

Age

Nationality

Sex

Grade

Date

Directions:
On this page, you will find fifteen statements asked about your attitude toward
writing to a pen-pal, your experience and feeling of writing to a pen-pal. Please read the
statements carefully and answer with “none”, “less”, “more”, “most”. Put an X in the
column of the category with which you agree.

1. I like to participate in this activity.

None less
_
_

more
_

most
_

2. This activity is interesting and fun.

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

4. I have ideas to write to my pen-pal.

_

_

_

_

5. I want to know my pen-pal.

_

_

_

_

6. I like to share my ideas with my pen-pal.

_

_

_

_

7. My pen-pal responses to my questions.

_

_

_

_

8. I feel happy to have a pen-pal.

_

_

_

_

9. I have confidence to write now.

_

_

_

_

3. This activity is helpful with my writing.
4
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10. I have improved my writing.
11. I can make myself understood.
12. I use computer to write a letter.
13. I edit my letter every time.
14. I like this activity to continue.
15. I like to write my pen-pal through E-mail.
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Teacher Questionnaire

This study is designed to utilize the social activity of writing to a pen-pal to help
the ESL students to develop their writing ability as a second language.
Please read each statement regarding to your involvement, interest and
impressions of this project. Put an X under the column that you agree with.
None Less

More Most

1. I like this activity which is helpful to the ESL
students’ writing.

_

2. I believe the ESL students are interested in
this pen-pal writing activity.

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

._

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

3. I think the social interaction plays an important
role in ESL students’ writing.
4. I believe the ESL students can write better if
opportunities for writing are provided.
5. I think the ESL students have improved their
writing skills.
6. I think this project provides a nice writing
experience for ESL students.
7. I feel the ESL students have confidence in their
writing and other learning in school.
8. I hope the ESL students can continue to
write to their pen-pal.

_
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Pen-Pal Questionnaire

This study is designated to utilize the pen-pal writing activity to help the ESL
students to develop their writing ability.
Please read each statement carefully regarding to your participation in this project
and put an X under the category that you agree with.

1. I like to be a pen-pal of an ESL student.

None Less

More Most

_

_

_

_

_

2. I have a good understanding of the ESL
students and respect them.

_

3. I think this activity good and fun for ESL
students.
4. I believe the ESL students can write better

_ _

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

_

5. I think Pen-pal writing creates a real
communication.

_

6. I like to build a good relationship with schools
in the community and help ESL students.

_

7. I have improved my own writing in this project.

_

_

_

_

8. I hope the activity to continue.

_

_

_

_

APPENDIX I
STATISTICAL TABLES

Table 4: Differences Between the Pre-Test and Post-Test
Of Quality of Writing

Students

Pre-test

Post-test

Differences

1

36

36

0

2

22

40

+8

3

54

56

+2

4

44

56

+12

5

32

40

+8

6

34

44

+10

7

30

42

+12

8

36

46

+10

9

32

38

+6

10

32

40

+8

11

30

36

+6

12

34

46

+12

13

46

44

-2

14

42

44

+2
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Table 5: Differences Between the Pre-Test and Post-Test
Of Mechanic of Writing

Students

Pre-test

Post-test

Differences

1

29

34

+5

2

8

29

+21

3

36

38

+2

4

28

30

+2

5

17

29

+12

6

33

31

-2

7

30

27

-3

8

23

28

+5

9

23

22

+1

10

27

33

+6

11

29

29

0

12

28

32

+4

13

32

29

-5

14

28

31

+3
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APPENDIX J
ESL STUDENTS’ LETTER WRITING SAMPLES

LETTER SAMPLE 1 (Grade 6)
Hi, Sharon:
Way up or down or right or down...
Anyway, I know you are very busy most of the times but please try to write me on
time. It’s boring waiting for your letter.
I thought you might send me a letter by E-mail! Can you answer my questions on
your next time letter? So you do speak Chinese. What is your Chinese name? Write it
on your next letter, I will write mine at the bottom of this page.
Well now, I got to go because my friend wants me to get off this computer. Her
name is Julie. Say Hi Julie “Hi”. Well, I really need to go. Bye!
P.S. E-mail me!

Your pen-pal,
Josephia

LETTER SAMPL 2 (Grade 3)
Dear pen-pal:
My name is Keity. I came from Japan. I am eight years old. I came to the United
States in 1996. I am 3rd grade. My hobby is playing golf. My birthday is August 31st.
I will write more next time. Thank you for your letter.
Love,
Keity

118
if

LETTER SAMPLE 3 (Grade 3)
Dear Lucille,
I did not go anywhere because my whole family was busy. But my sister was
home-, so we went outside all the way at 9:00 or 10:00 every single day.
But then on Sunday I went to riverside, it was really, really fun. My sister, my
older cousin and I went on scary rides. But my little cousin went on baby rides and I
went on it with him so he won’t be lonely. Then we had to go and ate. The food tastes
good and I wanted to go to riverside again.

Sincerely,
Cinthiy
LETTER SAMPLE 4 (Grade 5)
Dear Baby Chinita,
Hello! On my vacation I didn’t do anything really. I just stayed home with my
family. What did you do last weekend?
I went to CT to sleep over with my aunt, uncle, and two cousins. We went to the
beach on Saturday. It was pretty hot at the beach. Then we went to sleep after the beach
because we came back about 9:00. I stayed up a little more.
On Sunday in the morning we went to church. When we came back we stayed
over about four more hours. Then we just went home. What are you going to do on
summer vacation?
Peace out!!
Monikai

119

LETTER SAMPLE 5 (Grade 3)
Dear Cheryl,
Thank you to be my partner.
I am really fine. How are you? The weather is really nice and hot. In school we
will go to a field trip. Our weekends are fun. Our family is going to Cape Cod in June 19
or 20. What are you going to do in summer? Hope it is fun.

Always
Ana
LETTER SAMPLE 6 (Grade 6)

Dear Sally:
Thank you very much for your letter...
I don’t know what to write. I am terrible at writing letters. Haven’t you noticed?
My friend from France just wrote to me. I love receiving letters, but I don not look
forward to writing back. Sorry for such a short letter, but I have to hurry. I am already
late!
Yours until the butterflies,
Ray

LETTER SAMPLE 7 (Grade 6)

Hi, dear pen-pal,
What up, I am Liang, I came from China, and I just turned 11 years old. I came to
the U.S. five month before my ninth birthday.
I live in Amherst, MA. I am a basketball nut. My favorite NBA team is the
i

Golden State Warriors, they are so cool. I like the Chicago Fire of the Major League
Soccer and I also love football, baseball and hockey. I am in six grade, my teacher is Mr.
G, he is turning 51 on Jan 8,1999. He is very funny and he is the best teacher in the
school, so everyone who gets him is very lucky.
Well, what is your name? How old are you? What do you like? Do you wear
glasses? I do. Our teacher had not told us anything about you yet, cause she wants us to
learn about each other by writing.
I am sure we will have a lot of fun writing to each other.

From: Liang
P.S. My favorite food is pizza.
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LETTER SAMPLE 8 (Grade 5)
Dear Zack:
For first thing: my name is Matty not Motty, and I am a male.
My real name is Mateusiz but here everybody calls me Matty. I came to America
about five months ago and I attend the ESL class.
Oh, I am in ESL with Julie, Josephia and Liang, they told me to let you know that
I live in an apartment. I used to be Josephie’s neighbor but I moved to a bigger
apartment. I have some friends here.
Adios! Arivederci! Bye!
Love, Matty

LETTER SAMPLE 9 (Grade 3)
Dear Chery:
How old are your children and your grandchildren? I have three brothers and
three sisters. Where do you work? What do you like to read?
I like to read funny books. My first language is Amharic.
4

I would like to see a picture of yours.

Ciao
Ayashia

LETTER SAMPLE 10 (Grade 5)
Dear Ula:
Hi, I also got $75 dollars for my birthday. I spent it on clothes. What I like to do
is to play outside and hang out too. On vacation my aunt, uncle, and two cousins are
probably coming over. Or I might stay at their house for a week but I am not sure. Also I
will really have fun when I play with my cousins.
This vacation is going to be fun for me. I might see my best friend in Boston, she
has been my friend for five years. I might sleep over her house. I can not wait until I see
her.

What do you like to do on vacations?
Love,
Natashia

LETTER SAMPLE 11 (Grade 4)
Dear Nicole:
Thank your for your letter writing. I want to know your children and
grandchildren’s names. My family has 9 people. My older sister’s name is Maya and she
is 15 years old. And my older brother’s name is Addisue and he is 14 years old. My
younger sister’s name is Kallkidin and she is 9 years old. My youngest sister’s name is
Beth and she is 8 years old. My younger brother’s name is Kadjar and he is 7 years old.
My youngest brother’s name is Sienes and he is 5 years old. My mom is 51 and my dad
is 42 years old. I have 3 brothers and 3 sisters.
I like to read books, play soccer and play drum. Do you like to play any sports?
Always,
Cindy
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LETTER SAMPLE 12 (Grade 4)
Dear Chang:
I am in 4th grade. I am 9 years old. I was bom here. My nationality is
Cambodian. I think some American names are good. I like your name.
I like to listen to rap and pop. I begin to learn about geology. I like science
because you get to do a lot of projects.
Do you know my brother Ming Cheao? He likes to listen to rap a lot.
Sincerely
Mainee

LETTER SAMPLE 13 (Grade 6)
Dear Sheryl:
Bonjour! It is ok if you are late, you know. Anyway, I don’t think you were late.
Your letter arrived on time! I also want to thank you for the candies. You really didn’t
have to do that! Well, since you did it anyway, so did I.
To answer your question, I am not a Girl Scout or a Girl Guide, and I don’t think I
would like to be one. I don’t know why. To me^ it just doesn’t sound “appealing.” And
anyway, I feel like a Girl Scout when I go camping to Montana or Arizona. Also, (don’t
tell this to anyone) but hate mosquitoes! So roasting marshmallows around the fire at
night with mosquitoes buzzing around you, trying to sting you doesn’t sound like much
fun to me! Well some people like it and I hop they enjoy it
I hope you enjoy Alabama!!!
JULIE
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